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ABSTRACT 
 Incorporating person-centered approaches in educational settings can help 
students become more actively engaged in learning processes.  Subsequently, the students 
may experience whole-person learning through cognitive, emotional, and experiential 
means, develop greater self-discipline, and emerge as more fully-functioning persons.  
When a classroom becomes a person-centered learning community, the entire person 
grows holistically instead of merely acquiring information.  The learning is also more 
personally meaningful and pervasive, in that, by the students’ own accounts the growth 
that they achieve is beneficial to them in their broader lives. 
 In this qualitative case study, I used Carl Rogers and Jerome Freiberg’s (1994) 
person-centered learning theory as a lens to explore a collegiate jazz combo.  The combo 
was located at a university in the Western United States.  The purpose of this study was 
to discover how the combo functioned as a person-centered learning community; and to 
explore the learning and development that occurred in the combo, which related to 
experiencing whole-person learning, building self-discipline, and emerging as more fully-
functioning persons.  Over the course of one semester of instruction, I gathered data 
through observations and interviews as I participated in the combo as the faculty coach.  I 
recorded my observations in fieldnotes and transcribed the audio-recorded interviews.  I 
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analyzed and coded the data; and then grouped the coded data into categorical themes.  
The findings I present are based on the themes that emerged.  
In this study, I found that the combo functioned as a person-centered learning 
community because the members actively engaged in the combo all throughout the 
semester.  The members composed, arranged, and improvised music regularly.  They 
worked together cooperatively to prepare and play tunes, and to improve as an ensemble.  
I facilitated and coached (rather than directed and controlled) the members’ music 
making and learning in the ensemble.  In the combo, the members and I communicated 
verbally with each other as we socialized and worked on improving the music; and the 
members communicated nonverbally and musically as they played and performed their 
music.  The environment created by the members and myself was positive, supportive, 
and fun.   
Because the combo functioned as a person-centered learning community, the 
members grew holistically.  The members became more self-disciplined as musicians and 
persons.  They developed greater communication and social skills, improved at time 
management, gained more control over their individual actions and ability to play music, 
learned to make better choices, and matured in their leadership.  The members also 
experienced whole-person learning in the combo.  They learned through cognitive means, 
and grew in their cognitive function.  They grew emotionally and gained greater 
understanding through emotional and feeling driven processes.  Furthermore, the 
members grew experientially and became more capable of acting and performing well in 
a variety of given scenarios and situations.  The members’ learning was personally 
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relevant and meaningful because they were able to make progress on their own goals as 
musicians and persons; and because their education in the combo prepared them for 
greater success as human beings and musicians outside the classroom.  By engaging in 
learning processes that involved all three aspects of whole-person learning—cognition, 
emotions, and experience—the members became more fully-functioning musicians and 
persons throughout the semester. 
 Based upon my findings, I recommend that educators implement principles of 
person-centered learning into their classrooms and programs.  Teachers and 
administrators should design classes and overall programs so that they provide students 
with sufficient opportunities to grow as whole-persons, gain greater self-discipline, and 
emerge as more fully-functioning persons.  Students need chances to self-discover 
information and processes, to utilize gained knowledge, skills, and understanding to make 
their own creations, and to cooperatively work with their teachers and/or peers in self-
directed situations.  In music education settings, there needs to be a greater balance 
between large ensemble opportunities versus small-group settings where students 
compose, improvise, and arrange music themselves.  Adjusting individual classes and 
overall programs so that they are more person-centered may help students leave the 
classroom more prepared to continue learning and developing as persons outside the 
classroom.  The students may likewise leave the classroom more capable of successfully 
functioning and contributing in an ever-changing world.    
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Chapter 1:  
Participating in Person-Centered Learning Communities 
To free curiosity, to permit individuals to go charging off in new directions dictated 
by their own interests, to unleash the sense of inquiry, to open everything to 
questioning and exploration, to recognize that everything is in a process of 
change… Out of such a context arise true students, real learners, creative scientists, 
scholars, and practitioners.  From this flexible environment, then, comes the kind of 
individuals who can live in a delicate but ever-changing balance between what is 
presently known and the flowing, moving, altering problems and facts of the future. 
~ Carl Rogers (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994, pp. 152–153)  
Research Problem Background 
Life is an active, experiential, and person-centered learning experience.  People 
begin growing, developing, gaining knowledge, and discovering new things from the 
moment they are born (Miller, 2011).  However, the environment and experiences 
individuals encounter throughout life may influence and control their learning and 
development (Eisner, 2002, pp. 22–23).  According to Glennon (1979), “the person is a 
rich, varied, and marvelous being who can think, feel, and value, yet at the same time be 
trapped within settings which can restrain the development of these basic human 
qualities” (p. 1).  People seek for increases in their knowledge and potential by attending 
school.  Yet, formal education is typically situated within a teacher-directed environment; 
and standardized approaches that are prioritized in most schools potentially limit, rather 
than maximize, student learning and development.  Rogers and Freiberg (1994) argued 
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that more active, person-centered approaches are needed to improve the education that 
students receive in schools. 
Rogers and Freiberg (1994) identified three forms of learning: (a) cognition, or 
thinking and acquiring knowledge using both the left and right hemispheres of the brain 
(including some skill development); (b) emotional learning and learning through feelings, 
including the understanding, connections, or meaning-making that occurs when 
individuals discover how certain information or skills have personal significance; and (c) 
experiential learning, including putting into action what is mentally known and 
emotionally understood.  Combining all three learning types brings about whole-person 
learning, which is pervasive, personally meaningful, and leads a person to improve their 
behaviors, attitudes, and/or personalities (pp. 35–38).  By contrast, educational 
institutions tend to utilize standardized, teacher-directed approaches that mainly prioritize 
the left-brain cognitive activity of receiving, processing, memorizing, and reproducing 
information as it was received (as well as some skill development).  Rogers and Freiberg 
(1994) called this mind only learning (pp. 35–37).  See Figure 1 for a visual comparison 
of whole-person learning versus mind only learning.   
Mind only learning is problematic because information changes from year to year 
so what is learned once may become outdated, and information that is merely memorized 
has little or no personal significance so it will not be remembered for any considerable 
length of time.  As Bacon and Stewart (2006) found in their longitudinal study, gained 
knowledge is lost very quickly after exams, but the deeper something is learned the better 
it is retained.  Furthermore, mind only learning is limiting because the whole-person does 
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not develop, and memorizing information does not empower students to be creative, learn 
how to learn, or become actively involved in their personal development but rather 
creates a more passive and dependent follower.  According to Rogers and Freiberg 
(1994):   
We are faced with an entirely new situation in which the goal of education, if we 
are to survive, is the facilitation of change and learning.  The only person who is 
educated is the person who has learned how to learn; the person who has learned 
how to adapt and change; the person who has realized that no knowledge is 
secure, that only the process of seeking knowledge gives a basis for security.  
Changingness, a reliance on process rather than on static knowledge, is the only 
thing that makes any sense as a goal for education in the modern world. (p. 152) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.  Whole-person learning versus mind-only learning.
1
 
 
Rogers and Freiberg (1994) argued that learning in formal education settings may 
be improved by engaging the students in more active and facilitated environments; 
where, for example, they work in small-group and cooperative settings on self-directed 
                                                          
1
 All the figures in this dissertation are my own personal representation of Rogers and 
Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered learning theory, or the expansion of their theory based upon 
my research findings.  These figures are not borrowed from any other sources.  
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projects that require solving problems and creating new ideas or products.
2
  In these 
active learning environments, students theoretically become citizens and producers of 
ideas in person-centered learning communities instead of passive tourists and consumers 
of information, as they often are in traditional, teacher-directed classrooms (pp. 8–11).  
According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), when students participate as citizens in person-
centered learning communities they are more engaged in the classroom because they are 
shareholders in their own learning.  Rather than merely passing through school like 
visitors or tourists who are there to mainly receive information given them by instructors, 
citizens actively participate in their learning and they get involved in the classroom, they 
take responsibility for one another and even aspects of the school facility where they 
enter to learn, they initiate interactions with one another and their teachers, they create 
friendships and they work with their peers cooperatively, they think for themselves and 
produce their own ideas or materials as they are learning, they teach each other, and they 
                                                          
2 In suggesting the need for interactive and cooperative learning opportunities, Rogers and 
Freiberg (1994) based their definition of cooperation in the classroom on the vast research 
pertaining to cooperative learning that was conducted in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s by scholars 
like David W. Johnson, Roger T. Johnson, Edythe Johnson Holubec, and Robert E. Slavin (e.g., 
Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 1990; Slavin, 1983).  According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), 
cooperative learning in the classroom involves students with differing abilities, working together 
in small groups of around four to six members, to solve problems and learn.  They noted that 
oftentimes students must first learn to work together before they can progress to solving 
problems; but the goal in having them work together is that they help each other learn, develop 
positive interdependence and small-group interpersonal skills, have meaningful dialogue and 
face-to-face interactions, and that they learn as individuals and as a group.  In cooperative 
classroom settings, the teacher functions as a facilitator of learning and like a consultant, rather 
than fulfilling the more traditional role of merely imparting information directly.  Instead of the 
teacher presenting all the information in the classroom, the students should likewise bring, and 
contribute, to the group their wealth of knowledge and experience as well (Rogers & Freiberg, 
1994, pp. 204, 264–265). 
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are not bored but rather enjoy being in school and they love learning (pp. 8–10).3  
According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), giving students opportunities to produce their 
own ideas and become more engaged in the learning process helps maximize their 
learning, development, and growth.  Rogers and Freiberg (1994) posited that when 
students are citizens in person-centered learning communities they experience whole-
person learning, they develop greater self-discipline, and they emerge as more fully-
functioning persons capable of succeeding in the real world and continuing to learn and 
develop all throughout their lives.  Moreover, they are prepared to solve problems and 
successfully adapt, survive, succeed, function, and improve upon their environment in a 
constantly changing world (see Figure 2).  Rogers stated:        
When I have been able to transform a group—and here I mean the members of a 
group, myself included—into a community of learners, then the excitement has 
been almost beyond belief.  To free curiosity, to permit individuals to go charging 
off in new directions dictated by their own interests, to unleash the sense of 
inquiry, to open everything to questioning and exploration, to recognize that 
everything is in a process of change—here is an experience I can never forget.  I 
cannot always achieve it in groups with which I am associated, but when it is 
partially or largely achieved, then it becomes a never-to-be forgotten group 
experience.  Out of such a context arise true students, real learners, creative 
scientists, scholars, and practitioners.  From this flexible environment, then, 
comes the kind of individuals who can live in a delicate but ever-changing 
balance between what is presently known and the flowing, moving, altering 
problems and facts of the future.  (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994, pp. 152–153) 
 
 
 
                                                          
3
 Rogers and Freiberg (1994) symbolically used the terms citizens and tourists to denote the 
types of student engagement that occur in person-centered classrooms versus more traditional, 
teacher-directed classrooms.  Their use of these terms should not be confused with the vast 
amount of educational research done in relation to the broader meanings of the term citizens, such 
as the work of the National Committee for Citizens in Education, or the notion of creating 
societies’ citizens through education (e.g., Banks, 1997; Callan, 1997).  Throughout this 
dissertation, anytime I use the word citizen or tourist, I am only referring to Rogers and 
Freiberg’s (1994) symbolic meaning in relation to their person-centered learning theory.  
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Figure 2.  Comparison of student learning and development in person-centered learning 
communities versus traditional, teacher-directed classrooms.   
 
Statement of the Problem 
The teacher-directed and standardized large-ensemble aspects of most music 
education programs in the United States, like the standardized curriculums and teacher-
directed processes found in education settings in general, may similarly limit student 
learning.  Formal music education programs tend to prioritize large ensembles that 
perform written music and are conducted by a teacher, the authority figure in the 
classroom (Shively, 2004).  Shively (2004) said: 
When I walk into almost any empty ensemble classroom in a school, I am faced 
with one recurring image.  In these classrooms, I see the conductor’s podium as 
the focal point of the room and the ensemble members’ chairs and stands 
radiating from this focal point.  While I will grant that this physical arrangement 
within the room is largely one of logistical necessity, the meaning that this 
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arrangement takes on once the conductor and ensemble members come to occupy 
their places has become of increasing concern for me as a musical educator.  The 
inherent roles that conductors and ensemble members play in this setting 
generates and approach that remains teacher-centered and does not serve to 
support the musical development of the individual students in that ensemble.     
(p. 179) 
 
Even the jazz bands offered in most schools tend to be big bands that are similarly 
conducted by the teacher and involve playing mostly written music despite the 
improvisatory nature of jazz music in general (e.g., Goodrich, 2008; Kelly, 2013).  
According to Humphreys (2002), music education has followed the Western art music, 
large-ensemble pattern since the industrial revolution.  Music is taught in ways intended 
to develop the talented, just as products are produced in factories, rather than giving 
students a voice in what they would like to learn or do.  This is a top down system.  
Curricular standards seek to control teachers, teachers seek to control students, and 
subsequently students have little say in their learning experience (see Figure 3).  In these 
situations, learning approaches are not tailored to each individual, but rather generalize 
all human learners as the same.  The large ensemble approaches, according to Humphreys 
(2002), are too limited to serve all the students so a “wider array of experiences that will 
cover more aspects of musical learning” (p. 154) are needed in the music education 
system.  Furthermore, Shively (2004) argued that “in the face of tradition, our goal 
should be to create ensemble classrooms that allow for a more highly democratized 
learning environment” and the “focus on performance should lead to exploration and 
experimentation with music rather than mere replication” (p. 181). 
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Figure 3. Demonstration of the limitations placed on student-freedom, choices, and 
opportunities due to the top-down nature of traditional education systems. 
 
Regardless of the suggestions made by scholars like Humphreys (2002) and 
Shively (2004), many music educators are reluctant to implement more active, person-
centered approaches in formal settings possibly due to pressures to meet curriculum 
standards, please parents and the community, and perform well at festivals or other 
adjudicated venues.  While conducting research about how popular musicians learn, 
Green (2002) noted a disconnection between many and most educational practices 
utilized in formal settings and how popular music, jazz, and other forms of world music 
are learned and practiced informally outside the school system.  Green (2008a) remarked: 
Bringing informal learning practices into a school environment is challenging for 
teachers. It can appear to throw up conflicts with their existing views of 
professionalism, and may at times seem to run against official educational 
discourse, pedagogical methods and curricular requirements. (p. 2) 
 
Teachers in Scruggs (2008) study were initially concerned that using learner-centered 
approaches in their orchestras might weaken playing outcomes compared to the teacher-
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centered groups.  However, all the teachers from the study planned to implement more 
learner-centered approaches in the following school years.  This was because, in addition 
to scoring the same superior grade as the teacher-centered groups on their final 
performances, the students in the learner-centered groups enjoyed more positive teacher-
student relationships, they increased in their leadership abilities, problem-solving skills, 
and levels of independent musicianship, and they displayed greater amounts of 
engagement and interest in orchestra class.   
Small, Self-Directed Ensembles 
Rogers and Freiberg (1994) implied through their person-centered theory that 
opportunities for becoming citizens and producers of ideas in person-centered learning 
communities, and consequently experiencing whole-person learning, developing greater 
self-discipline, and emerging as more fully-functioning persons, are more likely to occur 
in small, self-directed settings than they are in large, teacher-directed ensembles.  This is 
because large ensembles rarely provide students with chances to make their own 
decisions, solve problems, and create their own music in self-directed situations with 
peers.  Scholarly and practitioner music education publications include suggestions for 
implementing more student-engaging approaches.  Music education researchers (e.g., 
Allsup, 2002, 2003; Branker, 2010; Green, 2002, 2008a; Jaffurs, 2004, 2006) and 
teachers (e.g., Brown, 2008; Collins & Wells, 2014; Shuler, 2011a; Turner, 1999; 
Williams, 2011) have argued that students need to have more opportunities to create their 
own music while working in self-directed environments with peers.  After comparing a 
teacher- versus self-directed approach in an elementary school recorder ensemble, 
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Andrews (2013) concluded: 
A high level of pace and structure may sometimes restrict my pupils’ ability to 
explore, play, or simply think. My pupils, like the secondary pupils, relished the 
opportunity to direct their own learning, and appreciated the fact that teacher help 
was given only when needed, appearing at times to achieve a sense of flow 
through the challenge presented. (p. 146)   
 
According to Andrews (2013), even though teacher-directed lessons provided supportive 
scaffolding they could “become a cage that restricted pupils’ ability to fulfill their 
potential.  Though strategies were used to encourage independent learning, the mere fact 
of them being controlled by the teacher served at times to limit their effectiveness” (p. 
146).  Andrews (2013) consequently argued that there should be a balance of teacher-
directed and self-directed group learning in music classes.  Some teacher-provided 
scaffolding is needed but not so much that the students learn to be dependent rather than 
autonomous, or so that the teacher-help limits rather than supports student creativity and 
problem solving (pp. 145–147).  After studying students in a self-directed rock band, 
Jaffurs (2006) similarly concluded that teachers can help by providing learning tools, but 
if too involved they can hinder by getting in the way of the creative process (p. 152).   
Green (2002, 2008a) suggested that informal approaches should be implemented 
into school systems to work alongside the formal strategies; and students should have 
chances to work in peer-directed (a.k.a. self-directed) small groups on musical activities 
of their own choosing.  According to Green (2002):  
Playing music of one’s own choice, with which one identifies personally, 
operating both as a performer and a composer with like-minded friends, and 
having fun doing it must be priorities in the quest for increasing numbers of 
young people to benefit from a music education which makes music not merely 
available, but meaningful, worthwhile and participatory. (p. 216) 
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Similarly, Allsup (2003) argued that students should be given spaces (means and 
opportunity) in music education settings for expressing themselves in their own way 
through music while working with peers (pp. 34–35).  Allsup (2003) posited that if 
students are given these opportunities they will no longer simply tap away or mindlessly 
play what is written on a page; rather, they will be liberated to break free from the roles 
defined for them and discover what they are personally capable of doing (p. 34).  Allsup 
(2003) stated: 
When students are given space to explore freely . . . they will create (from one of 
their musical worlds) a context about which they are familiar, conversant, or 
curious.  We might refer to context as a workable space, a landscape for exploring 
the curiosities of a given genre.  Context, thus, may take the form of a popular 
tradition like progressive rock, a contemporary brass ensemble, or the reimagining 
of 1930s swing music.  The materials that students choose to explore will 
represent a world that is theirs, a world they understand, a world that defines who 
they are. (p. 35) 
 
Even though including informal, cooperative, and self-directed learning in formal 
education settings may be optimal, there are potential issues as well. Adolescents and 
emerging adults are at a self-focused age (Arnett, 2015); therefore, collaboration may not 
come naturally, particularly if friendships do not already exist within a given group.  
Students may struggle to get along and create music together in self-directed settings 
(Branker, 2010).  There may not be enough time over the course of one semester for 
students to develop the discipline necessary for creative output just as there was not 
enough time for the jazz combo students in Fodor’s (1998) study to move through a 
learning model of imitation, assimilation, and innovation.  Sometimes students in self-
directed, cooperative settings can misdirect or mislead one another and struggle to stay on 
task (Hancock, 2004).  Challenges related to the balance of power between the students 
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and the instructor may arise (Jaffurs, 2006); and there may be a struggle determining the 
role of the instructor in a more informal, person-centered environment (Abramo & 
Austin, 2014; Rodriguez, 2009).  Formally trained musicians may have a difficult time 
learning and creating music through informal means (Rodriguez, 2009).  According to 
Johnson, Johnson, and Smith (1991), cooperation does not always automatically happen 
by simply throwing students together in a group.  There can be a free-rider effect, where 
some students do not participate as much as the other students; or a sucker effect, where 
one or more students do most of the work; or students with a higher ability level can be 
deferred to as the leader, consequently leading to a rich-get-richer effect (pp. 33–34).  
Dysfunctional divisions of labor, destructive conflicts, too much dependence on 
authority, and poor uses of time may all occur (pp. 33–34).  However, challenges and 
controversy can be good for the students because, according to Johnson et al. (1991): 
When managed constructively, controversy promotes uncertainty about the 
correctness of one’s views, an active search for more information, a 
reconceptualization of one’s knowledge and conclusions, and consequently, 
greater mastery and retention of the material being discussed.  Individuals 
working along in competitive and individualistic situations do not have the 
opportunity for such a process, and their productivity, quality of decision making, 
and achievement therefore suffer. (p. 50) 
 
Furthermore, dealing with real-world challenges and issues that arise in self-directed, 
informal, and cooperative environments may in actuality contribute to, rather than 
interfere with, students experiencing whole-person learning, developing greater self-
discipline, and emerging as more fully-functioning persons (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994). 
Jazz Combos as Person-Centered Learning Communities 
The jazz combo is a setting currently found in some collegiate and secondary 
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schools that affords students the opportunity to create their own music while working in 
cooperation with peers.  Since the 1940s, jazz music has been dominated by small, self-
directed combos; and creating one’s own music through improvisation (and composition) 
has almost always been a central focus of the music (Berendt & Huesman, 2009; Owens, 
1995).  Today, many colleges and universities (including the university where this study 
took place), and some secondary music education settings, have jazz combos which 
emulate the professional and amateur groups that exist outside the school system.   
In the collegiate setting, jazz combos typically do not have a conductor (though 
they may receive coaching from faculty members), or play completely composed music, 
so members of a combo must learn to collaborate and cooperate if the group is to 
function.  Students learn tunes, harmonic and improvisation language, and style 
informally by listening to one another and transcribing recordings.  They have 
opportunities to improvise and jam with collegiate peers; and jazz combos often feature 
their members' arrangements and original compositions.   
Researchers have investigated small-group, jazz combos in education settings 
sparingly.  Using a Vygotskyan framework, Fodor (1998) analyzed the interactions 
among faculty and students in two pre-collegiate jazz combos at a five-week summer 
camp.  Branker (2010) viewed the jazz classroom as a dialogic space where a relationship 
between self and other was constructed (Bakhtin, 1984, 1990).  Furthermore, Branker 
(2010) saw jazz combos as examples of “dialogic interplay” (p. 47) based on Berliner’s 
(1994) concept of “collective musical interplay” (p. 496).  Through this lens, Branker 
(2010) explored the outcome of having collegiate students work in small, self-directed 
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jazz groups to compose and improvise their own music for a ten-week period. 
Fodor (1998) claimed that the members of the combos interacted to solve musical 
problems in three ways: (a) verbally using analogies, metaphors, compliments, and goal-
setting; (b), musically through playing complete and incomplete segments of music; and 
(c) through hybrid interaction, which included a combination of verbal communication, 
musical interaction, and non-verbal communications such as hand motions, head 
nodding, eye contact, or conducting (pp. 268–271).  Fodor (1998) mostly wanted to know 
which kind of interaction produced the most discernable student learning on a continuum 
from imitation to assimilation to innovation, but concluded that a five-week summer 
camp was too short to observe such a dramatic change.  
Branker (2010) found that, to jazz combo students, benefits of collaboration 
included “the opening of perspectives; discovering new knowledge; the potential to shape 
and be shaped by the contributions of others; the development of a sense of joint-
ownership; feelings of inclusion; and allowing for a reciprocal exchange of ideas” (p. 
163).  Additionally, the benefits of working together in a self-directed fashion included 
increased confidence and improved communication, leadership, listening, productivity, 
and problem-solving skills (pp. 172–174).  By contrast, opposition to collaboration 
included personality differences and difficulties getting along, as well as a lack of interest 
and cynicism from some students (pp. 164–166).  Challenges of self-directed work 
included time management, unifying the group’s focus, trusting each other, and 
effectively communicating (pp. 174–176).  Although the collegiate students noted the 
time-consuming nature of consensus-building, they found “when collaboration is 
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successful, it is all the more rewarding because it really feels like some part of your own 
vision has been realized” (p. 173).  Despite the struggles they faced most members felt 
their ensembles improved in their functionality and grew as communities as the study 
proceeded (pp. 182–186).  
 Rather than viewing the jazz combo in Vygotskyan or Bakhtinian terms, it may be 
viewed as a person-centered learning community.  Based on Rogers and Freiberg’s 
(1994) theory, jazz combos should function as person-centered learning communities 
with the members engaged as citizens because of the largely self-directed and cooperative 
nature of the ensembles, the peer teaching and collaboration that occurs, the creation of 
new music through composition and/or improvisation, the performance of members’ 
choice of work, and the active engagement, creative thinking, and problem solving that 
happens regularly (pp. 8–11).  Rogers and Freiberg (1994) posited that when students are 
involved in these more active and engaging ways they become producers of ideas and 
active citizens in the classroom, as opposed to consumers of information and passive 
tourists (pp. 8–9).  Subsequently, the jazz combo members should experience more 
personally significant, whole-person learning that leads to greater individual development 
due to the inclusion of cognitive, emotional, and experiential learning aspects in the 
combo opportunity (pp. 35–38).  They should emerge as more fully-functioning persons; 
meaning, they should experience optimal psychological growth, and become better, more 
perfected, creative, socialized, and dependable human beings who will continue to learn 
and develop all throughout their lives (pp. 313–327).  Over time, the combo students 
should become more self-disciplined.  That is, they should develop insight into 
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themselves and an increased capacity for goal-setting and prioritizing, trusting, making 
decisions, managing time, helping and caring for others, listening, peacemaking, and 
constructing a democratic social fabric, not only in the context of music learning, but in 
their broader lives (pp. 221–230).   
Rationale for the Study 
 Presumably, most, if not all, educators are interested in helping students maximize 
their learning and personal development.  Teachers, like parents, want pupils to attain 
their highest potential as human beings.  As a result, the learning opportunities in schools 
must be chosen carefully.  Therefore, finding optimal classroom approaches is important.  
Research in settings such as a collegiate jazz combo may help determine approaches that 
foster the development of more holistically capable human beings.  
Glennon (1979) stated, “if the school is society’s vehicle for preparing people to 
live in a human environment, it should be concerned with the problems of humanistic 
education” (p. 2); so, “society needs music educators who are concerned not only about 
developing aesthetic sensitivity, but also about developing mature human beings” (p. 75).  
Likewise, Allsup (2012) argued: 
Because band is a subset of public schooling, it must concern itself with the 
development of moral qualities, the cultivation of those human potentialities, 
powers, and individualities that enrich and enlarge a young person’s life as she 
moves through the world with others. (p. 180) 
 
When students leave an ensemble or classroom, it is the musicians and, even more 
importantly, the human beings they have become that matters most.   
Most of the students that enroll in music classes and participate in school 
ensembles will not go on to become professional musicians; and many of them will 
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discontinue playing their instruments once they have completed their formal schooling.  
However, regardless of whether they pursue music beyond the classroom, the time these 
students spend studying music can be a valuable experience for them in their broader 
lives, particularly if they experience whole-person learning, develop greater self-
discipline, and emerge as more fully-functioning persons (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994).  
Because, when the students experience such holistic and humanistic learning they 
undergo valuable personal growth that will help them become better human beings who 
have the potential to live fuller, more capable lives in addition to having become more 
accomplished musicians (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994).   
Rogers and Freiberg (1994) maintained that helping the overall human develop 
and prepare to be more successful outside the school setting means giving students the 
chance to learn in more interactive and cooperative person-centered learning 
environments.  In music education this may mean giving the students the opportunity to 
participate in situations such as a jazz combo, which differs from typical teacher-
conducted, large-ensemble experiences.  According to Humphreys (2002), generally 
speaking, the ensemble options available in most school music programs are too limited 
to serve all the students and consequently programs need to be expanded to include more 
approaches (pp. 153–155).  Furthermore, Mans (2009) added that more understanding 
needs to exist pertaining to the value of students making their own decisions in music-
making settings.  Mans (2009) said: 
What is missing in formal education is not a lack of understanding about how 
music is learnt, but a lack of understanding about the importance of learners’ 
making their own choices in music and in method, and taking responsibility for 
the outcomes. (p. 90) 
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New research needs to be conducted in music education settings where students are given 
more freedom to make choices and create their own music with peers.  Humphreys 
(2002) suggested that from such research educators may learn what works best and begin 
implementing more innovative options in schools.  Humphreys (2002) stated: 
The research community can help the cause.  We need more research than we 
have, and we need to study unique and experimental music programs that now 
exist.  And we need to implement additional ones and then study them.  The 
ensemble paradigm is not a failure because it has failed to attract all students.  On 
the contrary, it should serve as a model for more of the same, but in all areas of 
music and music-related activities, not just performance.  We should study what 
works and what does not, why and how, and build on our successes.  The research 
community and teacher educators in general could help by fostering new and 
different ideas, not by clinging to old theories that were never more than theories 
in the first place.  
The twenty-first century will be an exciting time in which major changes will 
occur in education, music, and music education.  I want to be part of that future 
and not live in the Western European art music concert-hall musical traditions of 
the past, and not in the industrial revolution-based school system of the past 
either, but in the postindustrial, highly aware, highly diverse future. (p. 156) 
 
Jazz combo programs exist in some secondary and collegiate settings, and they 
innovatively move away from the traditional Western-music design by giving students 
the freedom to create their own music in self-directed settings with peers rather than 
reading written sheet music and following the lead of a conductor.  Jazz combos may be 
worth implementing on a larger scale in more schools; and they may serve as a model for 
implementing other small, self-directed opportunities where students have the autonomy 
to create their own music.  Understanding how students grew as musicians and human 
beings as they participated in a collegiate jazz combo functioning as a person-centered 
learning community may help educators find ways to better facilitate opportunities for 
students to experience whole-person learning, develop greater self-discipline, and emerge 
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as more fully-functioning persons in educational settings (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994).  
Likewise, the findings of this study should help teachers and administrators better gauge 
the value of having more jazz combo, and other similar, small-group, self-directed 
opportunities in educational settings as some music education researchers (Allsup, 2002, 
2003; Branker, 2010; Green, 2002, 2008a; Jaffurs, 2004, 2006) and practitioners (Brown, 
2008; Collins & Wells, 2014; Shuler, 2011a; Turner, 1999; Williams, 2011) have argued.  
Furthermore, the findings of this study may help educators make more informed 
decisions as they seek to create learning environments and experiences that not only help 
students become the best musicians possible but also help them maximize their learning 
and personal development as human beings.    
Purpose and Research Questions 
The purpose of this study was to discover the learning and personal development 
that occurred in a collegiate jazz combo as a person-centered learning community.  I 
explored how students in a jazz combo engaged in learning and development processes 
while rehearsing and performing, how they created their own jazz music, how they 
learned and developed the necessary musicianship to play that music, how they learned to 
work together as a group, the interactions they had with one another and me as their 
faculty coach, and their perspectives on their own learning.  In this study I addressed the 
following research questions: 
1. How does the collegiate jazz combo function as a person-centered learning 
community? 
2. How do the participants grow and develop through whole-person learning in 
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the collegiate jazz combo over the course of one semester? 
3. How do the participants emerge as more fully-functioning musicians and 
persons in the collegiate jazz combo over the course of one semester? 
4. How do the participants develop greater self-discipline both personally and 
musically in a collegiate jazz combo over the course of one semester? 
5. In what ways are whole-person learning, the development of self-discipline, 
and the emergence of more fully-functioning persons enabled in a collegiate 
jazz combo over the course of one semester? 
Orientation of the Study 
 In this chapter, I argued that to improve educational settings more person-centered 
practices are needed in place of standard teacher-directed approaches so the students may 
learn in more holistic ways.  According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), when the students 
are engaged in the classroom through means such as working cooperatively with their 
peers on self-directed projects, solving problems, having discussions, sharing their ideas, 
and/or creating new products they become active citizens in the classroom instead of 
passive tourists engaged merely in the acquisition of information.  Classrooms full of 
active citizens are person-centered learning communities, where the members experience 
whole-person learning (instead of just mind only learning), develop greater self-
discipline, and emerge as more fully-functioning persons.   
The jazz combo as an ensemble and as an educational setting naturally fits within 
the ideals of Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered framework.  I conducted a 
qualitative case study of a collegiate jazz combo over the course of one semester, to 
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explore how it functioned as a person-centered learning community and to discover the 
holistic learning outcomes that occurred during that time.  I found that the members did 
engage in the ensemble as citizens and the group operated as a person-centered learning 
community.  During the semester, the members experienced holistic learning and 
development outcomes related to whole-person learning, self-discipline, and becoming 
more fully-functioning.   
In the chapters that follow I will describe my research process, findings, conclusions, and 
recommendations.  In chapter 2, I first review research literature related to Rogers and Freiberg’s 
(1994) person-centered learning theory to provide a foundation for the theoretical underpinnings 
of my study.  Then, I review studies that helped me provide context for the person-centered 
learning that occurred in the jazz combo of this study.  In chapter 3, I explain the research design 
of my qualitative case study; and I describe the participants and site of the study.  In chapters 4 
through 9, I present my research findings.  I explain how the combo functioned as a person-
centered learning community, how the music making was cooperative and self-directed, how the 
members communicated, and how the participants gained greater self-discipline, learned as whole 
persons, and became more fully-functioning.  Finally, in chapter 10, I give my conclusions based 
on the findings presented in chapters 4 through 9, and how they are contextualized within other 
research findings.  I also provide a model for implementing person-centered learning and I 
recommend ways for improving music education based on this research.   Finally, I describe the 
limits of this study and make suggestions for further research that could be conducted.  
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Chapter 2: 
Outcomes of Person-Centered Learning 
Education is a process of learning how to become the architect of your own 
experience and therefore learning how to create yourself.  The arts have distinctive 
contributions to make to that end through their emphasis on the expression of 
individuality and through the exercise and development of the imaginative 
capacities. ~ Elliot W. Eisner (2002, p. 24) 
Several music educators have shared their own experiences and perspectives on 
implementing student-centered practices in music education settings which overlap with 
Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) humanistic framework (e.g., Baxter & Allsup, 2004; Blair, 
2009; Brown, 2008; Bush, 2000; Collins & Wells, 2014; Geiersbach, 1999; Hoffman, 
1989; Scruggs, 2009; Shuler, 2011a, 2011b; Turner, 2013; Turner, 1999; Williams, 
2011).  However, only a limited number of studies have been conducted.  The most 
relevant music education research related to Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) theory and the 
collegiate jazz combo are those studies that pertain to using informal or nontraditional 
approaches with small, self-directed groups in music classrooms (e.g., Allsup, 2002; 
Andrews, 2013; Branker, 2010; Green, 2008a, 2008b; Jaffurs, 2006).  Even though none 
of these studies were conducted using Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered 
learning theory, they still overlap with the person-centered framework.  To my 
knowledge, there have only been four music education studies that utilized Rogers’s 
(1951, 1969, 1983) or Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered learning theory 
(e.g., Baloche, 1985; Brown, 2000; Glennon, 1979; Mulligan, 1973), but none of these 
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studies explored the jazz combo setting or investigated whole-person learning, the 
development of self-discipline, and the emergence of more fully-functioning persons in 
ensembles functioning as person-centered learning communities.  In the field of 
education, studies conducted using the person-centered framework (Rogers, 1951, 1969, 
1983; Rogers & Freiberg, 1994) relate to my current study; as do studies pertaining to 
other models that, when operationalized, fit within or overlap with Rogers and Freiberg’s 
(1994) theory.  Because Rogers and Freiberg (1994) did not endorse one specific 
classroom model, but rather suggested that many different categorical approaches may be 
used to create a person-centered learning community, I reviewed studies of various 
student-centered, active/interactive, cooperative, self-directed, and project-oriented 
approaches appropriately related to this study to help contextualize  Rogers and 
Freiberg’s (1994) theoretical concepts of citizens and person-centered learning 
communities, whole-person learning, fully-functioning persons, and self-discipline.  In 
this review of literature, I first present Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered 
framework.  Then, I review educational studies where Rogers’s (1951, 1969, 1983) 
and/or Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered learning theory was used as a 
framework.  Next, I review relevant education studies where various student-centered, 
active/interactive, cooperative, and small-group models were used as frameworks.  
Lastly, I review applicable music education research that aided in my investigation of 
citizens and person-centered learning communities. 
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Theoretical Framework 
In this study, I explored a collegiate jazz combo through the lens of Rogers and 
Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered learning theory.  Carl Rogers was a psychotherapist 
and professor of psychology who helped found and advocate humanistic psychology.  In 
part, Rogers (1951, 1961, 1969, 1980, 1983) is known for developing more client-
centered therapy practices as well as expanding and incorporating those practices into 
educational settings as person-centered approaches (initially referred to as nondirective 
and/or student-centered approaches).
4
  For this study, I draw from Rogers and Freiberg’s 
(1994) theoretical concepts of citizens versus tourists, person-centered learning 
communities, whole-person learning, fully-functioning persons, and self-discipline. 
Citizens vs. Tourists and Person-Centered Learning Communities 
Rogers and Freiberg (1994) posited that two types of school environments exist, 
classrooms where students are active citizens versus those where students are passive 
tourists.  According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), students become citizens by being 
more engaged and actively involved in supportive and facilitated environments, where 
they feel prized, loved, accepted, trusted, and understood (pp. 151–167) as they 
participate through (but not limited to) approaches such as: (a) self-directed, small-group 
                                                          
4
 Carl Rogers developed and presented the person-centered learning theory over the course of 
his career.  One of the first formal explanations of the theory is contained in a chapter of Rogers’s 
(1951) book Client-Centered Therapy: Its Current Practice, Implications, and Theory.  Rogers 
(1961) likewise included portions of the theory throughout the book On Becoming a Person: A 
Therapist’s View of Psychotherapy.  Later, in 1969, Rogers dedicated an entire book, Freedom to 
Learn, to the person-centered learning theory.  Portions of the theory were included in Rogers’s 
(1980) book A Way of Being; and in 1983, Rogers presented an updated version of the theory in 
its entirety based on further research in Freedom to Learn for the 80s.  Finally, after the death of 
Carl Rogers, Jerome Freiberg, an educator and researcher who worked closely with Rogers 
during the latter part of Rogers’s career, co-authored a third edition released in 1994 that reflected 
their combined ideas in a book again titled Freedom to Learn.   
 25     
 
cooperative learning activities; (b) peer teaching; (c) projects that include creating new 
ideas or materials; (d) discussions that require multiple levels of thinking; (e) displaying 
or presenting one’s own choice of work; and/or (g) cooperative classroom management 
between the teacher and students.  By contrast, students become tourists in the classroom 
when the environment is passive because the students: (a) have little or no interaction 
with their peers; (b) mostly listen to and follow an instructor’s lead so their participation 
is minimal; and/or (c) largely complete assignments that simply involve regurgitating 
memorized information or practicing a skill.  When learning environments are filled with 
active citizens rather than passive tourists they become person-centered learning 
communities (pp. 8–11).  Most, if not all, of the learning activities that, according to 
Rogers and Freiberg (1994), help students become citizens in the classroom should occur 
regularly in jazz combos.  According to Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) theoretical 
definition, students in a collegiate jazz combo should be citizens in the ensemble instead 
of tourists, and the combo should function as a person-centered learning community.   
Whole-Person Learning vs. Mind Only Learning 
According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), citizens in person-centered learning 
communities experience whole-person learning instead of mind only learning.  Whole-
person learning involves discovering, developing, and learning through a combination of 
thinking, feeling, and experiencing.  Creativity, intuition, using both the right and left 
hemispheres of the brain, the taking in of the whole gestalt, and logical, step-by-step 
reasoning are all utilized (pp. 35–38).  Rogers and Freiberg (1994) said:  
Significant [or whole-person] learning combines the logical and the intuitive, the 
intellect and the feelings, the concept and the experience, the idea and the 
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meaning.  When we learn in that way, we are whole; we use all our masculine and 
feminine capacities. (p. 37) 
 
By contrast, mind only learning is merely, a left-brain, logical, step-by-step rational 
activity that does not include emotions, feelings, or learning by experience; but rather 
comprises mostly memorizing and regurgitating information that seemingly has no 
personal relevance.  The students get much more out of whole-person learning than mind 
only learning because they find personal significance in and do not easily forget what 
they learn.  There is a self-initiated aspect to the learning and the locus of evaluation 
resides with the students themselves, meaning the learners know when what they are 
experiencing is meeting their needs and illuminating their areas of ignorance.  There is 
also a pervasive quality in whole-person learning, meaning that it makes a difference by 
improving the students’ behaviors, attitudes, and/or personalities (Rogers & Freiberg, 
1994, pp. 35–38).  When jazz combo students are citizens in an ensemble that is 
functioning as a person-centered learning community, they should experience whole-
person learning instead of mind only learning.  
Fully-Functioning Persons 
Along with the cultivation of whole-person learning, Rogers and Freiberg (1994) 
argued that in person-centered learning communities students emerge as fully-functioning 
persons, which, according to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), are the best of human beings.  
They are persons who have experienced optimal psychological growth and understand 
and trust themselves in their decision making.  Subsequently, they work towards 
perfection and choose to behave in the best way possible in each of life’s experiences.  
Fully-functioning persons are creative, dependable, socialized, behave appropriately, and 
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will continue to learn, personally develop, and discover new things all throughout their 
lives (pp. 313–327).  Rogers said: 
Here, then, is my theoretical model of the person who emerges from therapy or 
from the best of education, the individual who has experienced optimal 
psychological growth: a person functioning freely in all the fullness of all the 
organismic potentialities; a person who is dependable in being realistic, self-
enhancing, socialized, and appropriate in behavior; a creative person, whose 
specific formings of behavior are not easily predictable; a person who is ever 
changing, ever developing, always discovering the newness in each succeeding 
moment of time.  Let me stress, however, that what I describe is a person who 
does not exist.  The person is the theoretical goal, the end point of personal 
growth.  We see persons moving in this direction from the best of experiences in 
therapy, from the best of family and group relations.  But what we observe is the 
imperfect person moving toward this goal.  What I have described is my version 
of the goal in its pure form. (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994, p. 327) 
At the end of a semester, students who have participated as citizens in a jazz combo 
functioning as a person-centered learning community should emerge closer to the perfect 
ideal of a fully-functioning person than they were at the beginning of the semester.  
Self-Discipline 
Rogers and Freiberg (1994) argued that “the differences between building self-
discipline and imposing discipline is the balance point between the traditional classroom 
and a person-centered learning environment” (p. 221).  In person-centered learning 
communities students have more freedom and responsibility, which simultaneously 
requires and builds self-discipline.   Having self-discipline means having personal 
insight; meaning, having self-discipline involves knowing who one wants to become in 
the broader context of life and taking action towards becoming that person.  Self-
discipline is portrayed through characteristics of making choices, setting goals and 
priorities, organizing time, listening to others and listening to one’s self, taking 
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responsibility, trusting and being trusted, maturely participating in self-directed or free 
and active learning environments, helping and caring for others, peacemaking, and 
creating democratic-like social fabrics.  As students are asked to utilize these 
characteristics in person-centered learning communities, their capacity to do so increases; 
and consequently, they develop more self-discipline (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994, pp. 221–
240).  Students in jazz combos should develop greater self-discipline over the course of a 
semester, both musically and personally, because self-discipline is necessary for creating 
newly composed and improvised music, and it is needed for the functionality of self-
directed, cooperative, and creative output groups. 
Summary 
 I used Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered learning theory as the 
theoretical framework for this study of the jazz combo because, in theory, jazz combos 
should naturally function as person-centered learning communities due to their 
cooperative and self-directed nature.  In a combo, members should engage as citizens in 
the ensemble as they improvise solos and ensemble parts; compose tunes; contribute 
suggestions for tunes, arrangements, and performance improvements; and work 
cooperatively with their peers in self-directed fashions to create the music.  
Consequently, by participating in the combo the members should experience whole-
person learning as they grow through cognitive, feeling, and experiential processes.  They 
should likewise become more self-disciplined and fully-functioning persons and 
musicians; and their learning should be personally significant. 
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Educational Studies of Person-Centered Learning 
 The education studies reviewed in this section utilized Rogers’s (1951, 1969, 
1983) and/or Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered theory as a framework.  They 
provide some explanations for how students in person-centered environments can 
experience aspects of whole-person learning instead of mind only learning, how they can 
develop greater self-discipline, and how they can emerge as more fully-functioning 
persons.  Subsequently, the reported findings of these studies support my inquiry of 
students learning in a jazz combo functioning as person-centered learning community.   
Consistency Management & Cooperative Discipline 
In 1996, Freiberg created a classroom management program based on Rogers and 
Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered learning theory initially called Consistency 
Management (CM), and later renamed Consistency Management & Cooperative 
Discipline (CMCD).  The Consistency Management & Cooperative Discipline program 
was specifically designed to help students develop socially, emotionally, and 
academically by becoming more actively involved in the classroom as citizens instead of 
tourists (Freiberg, 1996; Freiberg & Lamb, 2009).  According to Freiberg, Stein, and 
Huang (1995), when the CM program was implemented at an at-risk, inner-city 
elementary school in the Southwest, the students’ level of involvement in their school 
work increased and they became more task oriented (p. 58).  Additionally, the CM 
students were significantly more motivated in the classroom and had a higher level of 
academic self-concept than the students in non-CM comparison schools (p. 55).  
Furthermore, Freiberg et al. (1995) found that the students who experienced the CM 
 30     
 
condition had significantly more positive perceptions of their learning and the classroom 
environment than the non-CM comparison schools and 12 other non-intervention schools 
in the same district (pp. 54–56, 58).  Likewise, researchers of Freiberg’s (1996) CM or 
CMCD model have found significant positive correlations between the model and 
improved student learning and achievement (Freiberg et al.,1995; Freiberg, Connell, & 
Lorentz, 2001; Freiberg, Huzinec, & Templeton, 2009; Freiberg, Prokosch, & Treister, 
1990; Opuni, 2006).  Students in jazz combos should similarly be more actively involved 
in the group than they would be in a large or conducted ensemble; subsequently, they 
may likewise experience increases in their level of academic self-concept, motivation to 
learn, and learning, development, and achievement outcomes.  Furthermore, they may 
develop a more positive perception of the combo environment and their learning in that 
setting than more teacher-directed situations.   
Along with greater learning and achievement, researchers have found that 
Freiberg’s (1996) CM or CMCD program improved discipline as well.  Freiberg et al. 
(1990) found that teachers and principals at five at-risk program schools where the CM 
program was implemented indicated that due to the program they spent less time 
disciplining students.  At the most problematic of these schools, they noted that the year 
before the program was implemented 109 of the 276 students were referred to the office 
for disciplinary action, 34 students had warning notices sent home, and 24 students were 
suspended.  However, the year the CM program was implemented only 19 students were 
referred to the office (9 of which were by substitute teachers), only one warning notice 
was sent home for a fight that occurred off school grounds, and there were no 
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suspensions (Freiberg et al., 1990, pp. 8–9; Freiberg, Prokosch, Treister, Stein, & Opuni, 
1989).  In another study, Freiberg et al. (1995) found that the CM students perceived 
greater classroom order, and had a clearer understanding of class rules than the students 
at a comparison school (p. 58); and the teachers and principals involved in the program 
indicated that it highly impacted student learning and behavior, caused a significant drop 
in referrals to the office for discipline problems, improved teacher morale and attitudes, 
and improved teacher and student attendance (pp. 56–59).  Moreover, Opuni (2006) 
found that as a result of the implementation of the CMCD program at nine elementary 
and middle schools in Houston, the teacher-student relationships improved, there was a 
74% decline in the number of students referred to the principal’s office for discipline 
problems,  the teachers had an average of 22 to 33 more minutes per day for class 
instruction during the first year of the study, and between 26 and 45 minutes towards the 
second year of the study, due to less time spent dealing with discipline issues (pp. 8–9).  
Collegiate students in jazz combos may similarly experience increases in their levels of 
self-discipline, though such increases would not be demonstrated by decreases in the 
number of students referred to the office as they were for the elementary school students.  
Rather, increases in self-discipline for collegiate combo students may be apparent due to 
improvements in time management, problem solving, decision making, and so forth that 
occur as the group members learn to cooperate and democratically work together to 
rehearse and create their own music in their self-directed ensemble.   
Cornelius-White’s Meta-Analysis 
The most recent large-scale study to utilize Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) theory 
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was a meta-analysis published in 2007 by Cornelius-White.  This meta-analysis 
synthesized 1,450 findings from 119 research studies conducted during the years 1948 to 
2004 pertaining to Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered theoretical concepts, 
along with the American Psychological Association’s (1997) Learner-Centered 
Psychological Principles and teacher-student relationships in general.  Cornelius-White 
(2007) found that there were above average correlations between the person- and learner-
centered approaches and increases in positive student participation, satisfaction, and 
motivation (pp. 131, 134).  Additionally, the person-centered and learner-centered models 
had an unusually high correlation with students’ critical and creative thinking, likely 
because both models encourage processes involving higher order thinking (p. 131).  
Furthermore, there were above average correlations with grades, IQ, and math, verbal, 
and perceived achievement (p. 134).  Pertaining to elements of self-discipline, Cornelius-
White (2007) reported an above average correlation between the person- and learner-
centered models and the prevention of dropouts, a reduction in disruptive behavior, and 
an improvement in attendance (pp. 131–134).  For the more personal and social aspects, 
Cornelius-White (2007) reported above average correlations between person- and 
learner-centered models and a positive development of self-esteem (p. 134); along with 
above average correlations between making social connections and person- and learner-
centered models (p. 134).  Cornelius-White (2007) argued that the positive effects on 
“social connections and skills seem to indicate that students make better relationships 
with both themselves and others” (p. 131) in these person-centered settings.  Because jazz 
combos may function as person-centered learning environments, students in a jazz combo 
 33     
 
may subsequently experience many of the learning and development outcomes Cornelius-
White (2007) found correlated with the person- and learner-centered models.   
Summary 
 The studies reviewed in this section suggest that when students participate in 
person-centered learning environments they tend to be more actively involved in the 
classroom, are more motivated to learn, are more disciplined because they exhibit less 
problematic behaviors, have better attendance, experience increases in learning and 
creative thinking, are more satisfied, make better social connections, and have increases 
in self-esteem or academic self-concept.  Students in a jazz combo functioning as a 
person-centered learning community may experience similar outcomes.  The students in a 
combo should be actively involved in the classroom, and they may be more motivated to 
learn, demonstrate disciplined behavior, be more satisfied with the academic setting, 
make social connections, and have increases in their learning, creative thinking, and how 
they perceive of themselves.  
Educational Studies of Learner-Centered, Active/Interactive, or  
Cooperative Models 
 In this section, I review studies where learning and development outcomes were 
explored in educational environments that utilized constructivist student-centered, self-
directed, active/interactive, and/or cooperative models which overlap in practice with 
Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) humanistic person-centered learning theory, even though 
their conception was not the same.  All of these approaches have overlapping operational 
aspects with the student-centered, active/interactive, small-group, and cooperative 
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functionality of jazz combos, therefore the findings of these studies are pertinent to my 
study of the jazz combo.  Many researchers have found correlations between these 
various approaches and increased learning or achievement, the development of higher 
order thinking and the ability to solve or answer more difficult conceptual problems, 
and/or improvements in the students’ personal satisfaction, engagement in the classroom, 
motivation to learn or study, and/or attitudes towards a subject matter or course (e.g., 
Burrowes, 2003; Gibson, 2011; Hsiung, 2012; Knight & Wood, 2005; Sherman & 
Thomas, 1986; Slavin, 1989; Wamser, 2006).  Researchers have also found positive 
relationships between these categorical approaches and increased levels of social 
engagement, the building of constructive peer relations, improved abilities to work with 
and understand others, decreases in off-task behavior, increases in levels of personal 
responsibility, better attendance, added feelings of acceptance, and improvements in the 
amount students cared for, liked, respected, or socialized with one another regardless of 
ethnicity, sex, social class, or academic ability level (e.g., Cooper, Johnson, Johnson, & 
Wilderson, 1980; DeVries, Edwards, & Slavin, 1978; DiClementi & Handelsman, 2005; 
Johnson et al., 1991; Johnson & Johnson, 1981, 1982; Prince, 2004; Slavin, 1979, 1989; 
Tien et al., 2002).   Though the various approaches overlap in their design and related 
outcomes, I present the research studies in this section under their categorical 
designations of student-centered and active/interactive pedagogies and small-group, 
cooperative learning.   
Learner-Centered and Active/Interactive Pedagogies 
The terms student- or learner-centered and active or interactive have all been used 
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to indicate educational settings that involve students participating in more engaging roles 
and learning activities than they typically are in traditionally passive or teacher-centered 
classrooms.  Many different approaches have been experimented with in collegiate 
settings which fit under this categorical umbrella.  The research studies reviewed here 
demonstrate learning and personal development benefits that researchers have found as a 
result of the implementation of more student- or learner-centered and active/interactive 
approaches.  
Rogers and Freiberg (1994) suggested that giving students more freedom of 
choice in their learning could increase how much they enjoy and participate in a course.  
In 2011, Gibson explored the student-centered approach of having the students help 
design their course on the first day of the semester by letting them choose between 
various objectives, assignments, and due dates from a long list of possibilities.  
According to Gibson (2011), the students “unanimously appreciated the opportunity to 
design their own syllabus” (p. 97).  They reported that doing so helped make the class 
more personally relevant, increased their engagement in the course, improved their 
understanding of the relationship between the learning objectives and assignments, led 
them to work harder on assignments than they would have otherwise, and assisted them 
in learning more content (pp. 97–98).  Gibson (2011) concluded that giving students 
some control over parts of the course design can help make the course more meaningful 
to them (p. 98).  Similarly, DiClementi and Handelsman (2005) explored the outcome of 
having students design their own classroom rules.  Both the control section and the 
experiment section utilized the same rules, but the control section did not know that they 
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were designed by the students from the experiment section because they were given the 
rules by the instructor.  Between the two classes there were no significant differences in 
the grades of the students’ or how fair they ranked the rules (p. 20).  However, the 
students in the experiment section considered the instructor significantly more courteous 
toward the students than control group did; and they rated the instructor higher in the 
categories of “willingness to answer questions in class, willingness to hear different 
points of view, encouragement of classroom discussion, and genuinely interested in 
students” (p. 20).  Additionally, in the control section a higher number of negative 
behaviors were observed, such as leaving class early, classroom noise level too high, 
coming in late, students being rude to other students or the instructor, and students talking 
to each other during class (p. 20).  Although, there were no significant differences in the 
number of positive behaviors observed such as good student participation in class 
discussion, cooperation among students, or students enforcing the rules with each other 
(p. 20).  According to DiClementi and Handelsman (2005), the students perceived fewer 
violations of the rules when they developed the rules themselves, and consequently that 
perception influenced their experience in the class. 
Rogers and Freiberg (1994) posited that restructuring courses so that the students 
do not merely listen to lectures but rather engage through more demanding, problem-
solving, and interactive approaches would increase their learning and enjoyment in the 
course.  Terenzini, Cabrera, Colbeck, Parente, and Bjorklund (2001) explored whether 
the active and collaborative approaches used at the schools which make up the 
Engineering Coalition of Schools for Excellence in Education and Leadership (ECSEL) 
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were more effective for teaching engineering than traditional, less learner-active 
approaches.  Terenzini et al. (2001) explained:  
Compared to their non-ECSEL course peers, ECSEL-course students consistently 
reported more opportunities to work in groups, a greater course emphasis on the 
design process and activities, more active involvement in their own learning, 
more course-related (and out-of-class) interactions with other students in the 
course, more in- and out-of-class interaction with faculty members, more frequent 
and more detailed feedback on their performance from instructors and peers, and 
more encouragement from faculty members to challenge the ideas of instructors 
and other students. (p. 125) 
 
According to Terenzini et al. (2001), the students in the ECSEL schools indicated that 
they learned more as a result of the classroom approach and reported statistically 
significant advantages in learning engineering design skills, communication skills, and 
group or collaborative skills (pp. 126–129).  Terenzini et al. (2001) argued that their 
findings support beliefs that active and collaborative educational approaches are more 
effective than traditional engineering classroom approaches; therefore, changing 
educational practices from less-active to more active is likely worthwhile (p. 129).   
In 2002, Jeffries, Rew, and Cramer compared a self-paced, interactive, student-
centered nursing course with a teacher-controlled, traditional section of the same course.  
They found that students in the student-centered section were significantly more satisfied 
with the course than the students in the control section (p. 19).  Furthermore, Jeffries et 
al. (2002) indicated that “students in the interactive group felt more competent in learning 
the skills and material covered in the course, although this difference did not quite 
achieve statistical significance” (p. 19).  Jeffries et al. (2002) argued that their 
preliminary data “suggest that more efficient and interesting ways of teaching basic skills 
in nursing can be used without sacrificing quality of education” (p. 19). 
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Lizzio and Wilson (2004) explored the use of a peer-based action learning system 
that linked behavioral science students from all three years of the degree program in a 
cross-cohort professional practice project.  The students reported that, as a result of the 
project, their confidence grew pertaining to their ability to work in their chosen field (p. 
478).  Furthermore, the opportunity helped them learn skills they did not get from the rest 
of their schooling.  For example, undertaking a project meant learning to work with goals 
and a plan, learning to manage time and prioritize, learning to integrate theories with 
action, learning to self-manage and take personal responsibility, learning to collaborate 
and cooperate by building on members’ ideas, and developing the capacity to work 
through conflicts and equally share in the workload and contributions (p. 476).  Likewise, 
the students perceived greater skill development in “teamwork, confidence in tackling 
unfamiliar problems, integration of theory and practice, and learning how to learn” (p. 
482).  Based on the perceptions of the students from this study, Lizzio and Wilson (2004) 
concluded that “action learning designs in a higher education context can make 
significant contributions to the development of student capability” (p. 485). 
In addition to collegiate nursing, behavioral science, and engineering courses, 
researchers have found that using more active and student-centered approaches in 
collegiate biology courses can improve learning outcomes and the student’s experience as 
well.  Burrowes (2003) found that students in a more constructivist, active/interactive, 
student-centered biology course significantly outperformed the students in the traditional, 
lecture-designed control section.  Their mean scores were significantly higher on all the 
exams; and moreover, the gap between those scores widened as the semester progressed.  
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Furthermore, more students in the student-centered section than the traditional section 
earned A and B grades, correctly answered higher-order thinking questions on the exams, 
and indicated that they were interested in the subject of study.  Burrowes (2003) said: 
This study provides substantiated evidence that teaching in a constructivist, active 
learning environment is more effective than traditional instruction in promoting 
academic achievement, increasing conceptual understanding, developing higher 
level thinking skills, and enhancing students interest in biology. (p. 500) 
 
Similarly, Armbruster, Patel, Johnson, and Weiss (2009) found that when they 
implemented more student-centered pedagogy and interactive-learning activities into 
what had been a traditional, lecture-designed biology course the students performed 
better academically, were more satisfied with the course, and they thought the quality of 
instruction was higher (pp. 207–212).  Additionally, Armbruster et al. (2009) noted that 
the student-centered approaches increased the students’ proficiency with higher order 
problem-solving skills (p. 211).   
Deslauriers, Schelew, and Wieman (2011) explored the learning outcome 
differences during the twelfth week of the semester, between a traditionally designed, 
large enrollment science course and a section of that course where “preclass reading 
assignments, preclass reading quizzes, in-class clicker questions with student-student 
discussion (CQ), small-group active learning tasks (GT), and targeted in-class instructor 
feedback (IF)” (p. 863) were implemented from the Carl Wieman Science Education 
Initiative (CWSEI).  According to Deslauriers et al. (2011), “during the week of the 
experiment, engagement and attendance remained unchanged in the control section” 
whereas “student engagement nearly doubled and attendance increased by 20%” in the 
experiment section (p. 863).  Furthermore, the experiment group collectively 
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outperformed the control group on the test (control section averaged 41% and experiment 
section averaged 74%), which learning differences were reflected across almost the entire 
course population; and, almost the entire experiment section indicated on a survey that 
they enjoyed and thought they learned more from the interactive classroom approach (pp. 
863–864). 
Knight and Wood (2005) explored the differences in outcomes between a 
standard, lecture designed upper-level developmental biology course, and an interactive 
experimental section which utilized undergraduate learning assistants, learning activities 
during classes in place of some lecture time, collaborative work in student groups, and 
more formative assessments and group discussion (p. 299).  Both classes had a lab course 
that was concurrent with the lecture sessions where groups of approximately 20 students 
interacted more informally.  However, in the experiment section the students were 
divided into small groups of three to four members that worked together in class and in 
the labs throughout the entire semester.  Knight and Wood (2005) found that the students 
in the interactive environment developed better skills for solving conceptual problems 
than the students taught only through lectures (p. 304).  This was especially the case for 
those students who performed at a high or medium achievement level in the courses that 
led up to this one, but not as much for the students who had low achievement in the 
previous classes (pp. 304–305).  Based on their findings, Knight and Wood (2005) argued 
that “even a partial shift toward more interactive and collaborative course format can lead 
to significant increases in student learning gains.” (p. 304).   
Furthermore, Derting and Ebert-May (2010) explored more long term outcomes 
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by assessing the differences in students who experienced a revised university biology 
program that included the implementation of two learner-centered introductory courses 
which emphasized critical and higher order thinking, collaborative work, and inquiry-
based activities versus those who experienced the traditional lecture-based program.  By 
comparing assessments used for gauging how much the students understood of the 
process of biological science and content knowledge, Derting and Ebert-May (2010) 
found no difference in the amount the students learned at first but by the time the students 
were seniors those who had experienced the revised, learner-centered courses 
demonstrated a greater depth of knowledge and performance (pp. 462–471).  Derting and 
Ebert-may (2010) said: 
We posit that immersion of biology students in learner-centered inquiry–based 
classes early in their major was, indeed, associated with long-term improvement 
in learning based on improved scores on a nationally validated standardized test. 
(p. 469) 
 
They also concluded that their “longitudinal data indicated that the benefits of learner-
centered teaching may extend far beyond the class(es) in which such teaching occurs” (p. 
471). 
Prince (2004), who conducted a review of research, cautioned against simply 
looking at the findings from just one or two studies that fit within the broad 
classifications of active, collaborative, cooperative, or problem-based learning 
approaches and concluding that they work because there are likely inconsistencies 
between each teacher’s approach that may have contributed to the results.  Prince (2004) 
said: 
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The empirical support for active learning is extensive.  However, the variety of 
instructional methods labeled as active learning muddles the issue.  Given 
differences in the approaches labeled as active learning, it is not always clear what 
is being promoted by broad claims supporting the adoption of active learning. (p. 
225) 
 
Yet, according to Prince (2004), considerable support exists for the core elements of 
active, collaborative, cooperative, and problem-based learning (pp. 226–229).  Prince 
(2004) found that introducing activity into lectures can increase student engagement in 
the classroom and may significantly improve recall of information (p. 226).  
Collaboration can enhance the learning outcomes of academic achievement, student 
attitudes, and student retention (p. 227).  Cooperation over competition promotes 
improved academic achievement and attitudinal outcomes while providing “a natural 
environment in which to enhance interpersonal skills” (p. 227).  Problem-based learning 
is unlikely to improve students test scores but may influence their attitudes and study 
habits (p. 229).  Furthermore, activities and problem-based learning will also likely help 
students retain and recall information longer and possibly develop enhanced critical 
thinking and problem-solving skills (p. 229). 
 Summary.  These studies provide empirical evidence that more active, 
interactive, and learner-centered environments can improve student engagement and 
learning.  Therefore, students who participate in the more active, interactive, and learner-
centered environment of a jazz combo may similarly experience improved and increased 
short- and long-term musical learning outcomes by comparison to those students who 
only experience playing in teacher-directed large ensembles.   Furthermore, these studies 
demonstrate that students in person-centered settings may enjoy school more, as Rogers 
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and Freiberg (1994) suggested.  Students who have the opportunity to create their own 
music in jazz combos functioning as person-centered learning communities may likewise 
enjoy their classroom or ensemble experience more.  
Cooperative and Small-Group Learning 
Cooperative settings in education usually involve small groups of students 
working together to solve problems, gain knowledge, and/or create products.  Since at 
least the late 1970s, researchers have explored the learning and personal development 
outcomes that have occurred as a result of implementing various small-group cooperative 
approaches.  Many personal, social, and academic benefits for the students have been 
discovered, as well as specific conditions that help true cooperation to occur in small 
groups.  Because the students in jazz combos must work cooperatively for the group to 
function, and because small-group cooperative approaches overlap with Rogers and 
Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered learning theory, the following studies are pertinent to 
my study of the jazz combo.   
Meta-analysis and literature reviews.  At least two meta-analysis, and four 
large-scale literature reviews, have been conducted pertaining to the usefulness of 
cooperative approaches in the classroom.  In 1981, Johnson, Maruyama, Johnson, 
Nelson, and Skon completed a meta-analysis of 122 different studies pertaining to 
cooperative approaches versus competitive and individualistic conditions.  They 
concluded that, regardless of the subject being taught, cooperation is superior to 
competition and individualistic efforts in promoting higher achievement and productivity 
(pp. 54–57).  In 1999, Springer, Stanne, and Donovan (1999) conducted a meta-analysis 
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to explore the effects of small-group learning on achievement, persistence, and attitudes 
for undergraduate students in science, mathematics, engineering, and technology courses.  
They found that students learning in small-groups demonstrated greater achievement, 
persisted through courses and programs to a greater extent, and expressed more favorable 
attitudes than the students that did not have the opportunity to work collaboratively or 
cooperatively in small-groups (pp. 29–30).  Additionally, they found that small-group 
learning led to the development of greater self-esteem (p. 40).   
In 1989, Slavin conducted a literature review to explore the consensus and 
controversy of research findings pertaining to cooperative approaches.  According to 
Slavin (1989), “cooperative methods can and usually do have a positive effect on student 
achievement” (p. 52); as well as “gains in self-esteem, liking of school and of the subject 
being studied, time-on-task, and attendance” and increases in the “ability to work 
effectively with others” (p. 54).  Intergroup relations are effected as well.  Slavin (1989) 
argued that cooperative opportunities increase friendships amongst students and 
“improves the social acceptance of mainstreamed academically handicapped students by 
their classmates” (pp. 53–54).  Additionally, Slavin (1989) said that “when students of 
different racial or ethnic backgrounds work together toward a common goal, they gain in 
liking and respect for one another” (p. 53).  However, in addition to these reported 
benefits, Slavin (1989) found that there is some controversy amongst scholars on what 
constitutes adequate research pertaining to cooperative learning, whether cooperative 
learning is effective at all grade levels, the appropriateness of cooperative learning for 
higher-order thinking conceptual learning, and whether group goals and individual 
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accountability are needed at the college level (p. 53).  Slavin (1989) argued that more 
research is needed at the collegiate level because there are too few studies, as well as 
some inconsistencies within the studies that existed at the time (p. 53). 
Johnson, Johnson, and Smith (1991) conducted an even more extensive literature 
review.  They reported that cooperation in small groups needs to happen for students to 
experience greater academic achievement and personal development benefits but 
cooperation does not always automatically happen when students are placed in a group.  
According to Johnson et al. (1991), for cooperation to occur there needs to be a “clearly 
perceived positive interdependence” (p. 34) amongst the students.  This means that the 
students must realize that they either succeed or fail together; which can be promoted by 
a reward based outcome (pp. 34–35).  Likewise, there needs to be “considerable 
promotive (face-to-face) interaction” (p. 34), meaning the students need to encourage and 
facilitate each other’s efforts to achieve (pp. 36–37).  The students must also maintain 
“clearly perceived individual accountability and personal responsibility to achieve the 
group’s goals” (p. 34), which can be accomplished through things like individual tests, 
randomly selecting one member to represent the group, keeping groups small, etc. (pp. 
37–38).  Social, interpersonal and small-group skills need to be employed frequently; 
therefore, the students need to learn to trust, support, and help one another and they must 
learn to communicate and resolve conflicts constructively (pp. 38–39).  Lastly, as a group 
the members need to reflect on how they are functioning as a group and make efforts to 
improve their effectiveness in the future (pp. 39–40).  Groups may not function perfectly, 
especially at first, but that is okay because challenges and controversy in the groups can 
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provide valuable learning experiences (p. 50). 
According to Johnson et al. (1991), cooperative learning outcome benefits include 
the promotion of higher achievement and higher productivity, higher-level reasoning and 
critical thinking competencies, “more frequent generation of new ideas and solutions 
(i.e., process gain)” (p. 56), and “greater transfer of what is learned within one situation 
to another (i.e., group to individual transfer)” (p. 56) over individualistic and/or 
competitive settings (pp. 55–58).  Johnson et al. (1991) said: 
That working together to achieve a common goal results in higher achievement 
and greater productivity than does working alone is so well confirmed by so much 
research that it stands as one of the strongest principles of social and 
organizational psychology. (p. 57)  
 
Furthermore, working in cooperation promoted more positive attitudes toward the subject 
area, the instructional experience, and motivation to continue learning about the subject 
(p. 59); as well as a greater liking of the instructor, feelings of support and acceptance 
academically and personally from the instructor (p. 60).  So long as the classroom climate 
is emotionally positive, Johnson et al. (1991) argued: 
Absenteeism decreases and students’ commitment to learning, feeling of personal 
responsibility to complete the assigned work, willingness to take on difficult 
tasks, motivation and persistence in working on tasks, satisfaction and morale, 
willingness to endure pain and frustration to succeed, willingness to defend the 
college against external criticism or attack, willingness to listen to and be 
influenced by peers, commitment to peers’ success and growth, and productivity 
and achievement can be expected to increase. (p. 60) 
 
Likewise, cooperative settings improved student retention, meaning the number of 
students who persisted until they graduated (p. 64).   
 In addition to academic benefits, Johnson et al. (1991) found that cooperative 
opportunities promote psychological health and adjustment and create greater social 
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support and positive peer relationships, regardless of differences in academic ability, sex, 
handicapping conditions, ethnic membership, or social class (pp. 54–69).  Peer-teaching 
and promotive interaction with the “individuals encouraging and facilitating each other’s 
efforts to achieve, complete tasks, and produce to reach the group’s goals” (p. 54) tend to 
occur in cooperative settings (pp. 44, 54).  The students seem to like each other more and 
have greater caring for one another in cooperative settings regardless of their individual 
differences or initial impressions and attitudes towards one another (pp. 59–60).  The 
members must trust one another in cooperative settings, therefore trust tends to 
consequently be developed and maintained when cooperation occurs (p. 53).  Similarly, 
cooperation promotes accuracy of perspective and helps individuals understand other 
people’s stance (p. 69).  Additionally, Johnson et al. (1991) said:  
Cooperativeness is positively related to a number of indices of psychological 
health: emotional maturity, well-adjusted social relations, strong personal identity, 
and basic trust in and optimism about people…while individualistic attitudes tend 
to be related to a number of indices of psychological pathology: emotional 
immaturity, social maladjustment, delinquency, self-alienation, and self-rejection. 
(pp. 68–69) 
 
According to Johnson et al. (1991) there are bidirectional relationships and influences 
between achievement, quality of interpersonal relationships, and psychological health.  
Johnson et al. (1991) said: 
The more students work cooperatively, the more they care about each other…And 
the more students care about each other, the harder they will work to achieve 
mutual goals for learning…As caring increases, so do feelings of personal 
responsibility to do one’s share of the work, willingness to take on difficult tasks, 
motivation and persistence in working toward the goal, and willingness to endure 
pain and frustration on behalf of the group… 
In addition, the joint success…enhances social competencies, self-esteem, 
and general psychological health.  The healthier psychologically individuals are, 
the better able they are to work with others to achieve mutual goals… 
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Finally, the more positive interpersonal relationships are, the greater the 
psychological health of the individuals involved.  Through the internalization of 
positive relationships, direct social support, shared intimacy, and expressions of 
caring, psychological health and the ability to cope with stress are built. (pp. 71–
72) 
 
Because of the many academic and personal benefits of cooperative learning models, 
Johnson et al. (1991) concluded that “the organization of the existing competitive, 
individualistic college structure must be re-formed to a cooperative, team-based college 
structure” (p. 31). 
Teams-games-tournament.  Teams-games-tournament is a specific cooperative 
model that has been utilized in some classrooms.  In this approach, students are typically 
formed into four or five member teams from all achievement levels that work together in 
peer-tutoring and practice sessions to help each other learn the material following each 
teacher lecture or presentation.  At the end of each week a class tournament is held where 
students compete individually as representatives of their team against other students in 
games and exercises matching the material studied.  Scores are summed for each team 
and compared against other teams’ scores.  DeVries, Edwards, and Slavin (1978) found 
that the teams-games-tournament approach was more effective than traditional classroom 
approaches for increasing the number and percentage of cross-racial sociometric choices 
(p. 360); and “usually produces a substantial increase in friendship and helping choices” 
(p. 361).  Devries et al. (1978) recommended using biracial teams in classrooms to “break 
down racial barriers to friendship and to increase cross-racial friendship and helping” (p. 
362).  Slavin (1979) similarly investigated the effects of multiracial team learning on race 
relations, and found that the “experimental students increased more than the control 
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students from pre- to posttest both in the number friends they named of the other race and 
in the proportion of cross-race choices made over all friendship choices” (p. 386).  
Experimental classes increased in expected cross-race choices from 76.3% to 88.4%; 
control group decreased from 77.3% to 64.3% (p. 386).  Slavin (1979) concluded that 
“this study lends substantial support to the proposition that multiracial learning teams can 
improve race relations in desegregated schools by increasing cross-race attraction” (p. 
386).  Even though my study is not specifically concerned with race relations, these 
studies exemplify that unlikely friendship groups were formed through working in 
cooperative settings. 
Cooperative versus competitive and/or individualistic conditions.  In the 
1980s several research studies were conducted wherein learning and personal 
development, academic achievement, and interpersonal relationship outcomes were 
compared for students in cooperative, small-group conditions versus students in more 
traditional settings described as competitive and/or individualistic.  Yager, Johnson, and 
Johnson (1985) found that cooperative learning brought about the achievement of higher 
scores than learning and working individualistically (p. 64).  Students at high, medium, 
and low ability levels all did better in cooperative settings, because orally explaining, 
summarizing, and elaborating the material and listening to others while carefully 
checking for accuracy and asking questions promoted mastery, understanding, and 
retention (pp. 63–65).  Additionally, Sherman and Thomas (1986) found that 
mathematics students who worked in cooperate groups had significantly higher 
achievement on the posttest than those working individualistically even though there 
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were no significant differences between the two groups on the pre-test and both groups 
experienced significant gains between the pre- and posttests (pp. 170–171).  Moreover, 
Johnson and Johnson (1981) found that cooperative approaches promoted greater use of 
higher thought processes including thinking through and rationalizing answers during 
instruction sessions; as well as the ability to apply knowledge to new situations (p. 448).  
According to Sharan, Ackerman, and Hertz-Lazarowitz (1980), small-group cooperative 
learning “can lead to superior achievement in higher order thinking than does traditional 
whole-class instruction” (p. 128); but, one approach over the other is not necessarily 
better or worse for lower-level thinking.  Sharan et al. (1980) said: 
The fundamental goals of cooperative learning in small groups are to promote 
processes of learning which are intellectually more complex and richer than the 
presentation-recitation model and to stimulate pupils to function on a higher level 
of affective and social involvement.  This study presented some evidence that 
these goals can be achieved.  Even though this experiment involved only 9 to 12 
hours of instruction, pupils in the cooperative small groups were able to build 
more high level concepts on the basis of the low level information they gathered 
than were peers in the classrooms that stressed verbal, receptive learning. (p. 129) 
 
Johnson, Johnson, Stanne, and Garibaldi (2001) explored the differences in outcomes 
between cooperative and individualistic conditions at a four-week summer honors 
program, at a college in New Orleans for high schoolers entering 12th grade.  In this 
program, the students worked to solve the problem of sailing three ships to the New 
World and back again.  Students in the cooperative condition achieved more, and made 
more progress, than the students in the individualistic condition (pp. 513–514).  
In addition to academic benefits, researchers have found that cooperative over 
individualistic and competitive settings can foster the creation of friendships and promote 
students to help, care for, and support one another, even when they are from different 
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groups socially or racially, when they are of the opposite sex, or when they differ in their 
academic ability level.  This supports Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) claim that students 
will become more self-disciplined and fully-functioning in person-centered 
environments.  Johnson et al. (2001) found that cooperative students “felt more accepted 
and appreciated” (p. 513) than the individual condition students (pp. 513–514).  Cooper, 
Johnson, Johnson, and Wilderson (1980) found that more students in the cooperative 
condition over the competitive and individualistic conditions perceived themselves as 
giving help to peers of different ethnic groups or of the opposite sex; and more normal 
progress students perceived themselves helping learning-disabled peers (p. 249).  
Likewise, more students in the cooperative condition perceived support from their peers 
(pp. 249–250).  According to Cooper et al. (1980) “cooperative experiences promote 
greater feelings of being accepted by peers than do competitive experiences” (p. 250); 
and “more mutual helping among heterogeneous peers results from cooperative rather 
than competitive or individualistic experiences” (p. 250).  Furthermore, more students in 
cooperative and competitive, over individualistic, conditions chose friends from another 
ethnic-group; and more normal-progress students chose learning-disabled peers as friends 
(p. 249).  Cooper et al. (1980) concluded that when constructively created “cooperative 
and competitive learning experiences may promote greater interpersonal attraction among 
heterogeneous peers” (p. 250) than traditional individualistic approaches which promote 
more social isolation and subsequently less social attraction (p. 250). 
Similarly, Johnson and Johnson (1981) found that students in cooperative 
conditions helped each other and worked together more, felt more peer help and 
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encouragement for learning from one another, were off-task less than they were in 
individualistic settings, and experienced improved cohesion amongst fellow students (p. 
448).  They also found that cooperative methods could specifically be used in 
desegregated classrooms to promote relationships between different ethnic groups 
because through the cooperative condition they were required to have greater interactions 
with one another.  Such interactions led to the creation of more friendships between 
majority and minority students, which were maintained during post-instructional free-
time activities in addition to classroom activities (pp. 448–449).  In an additional study 
Johnsons and Johnson (1982) conducted one year later, they again found that cooperative 
learning experiences promoted “cross-ethnic interaction that was characterized by cross-
ethnic giving and receiving of help, the generalization to free-time situations, and the 
promotion of cross-ethnic liking that continued for months” (p. 57).  Furthermore, the 
number of cross-ethnic friendships was increased through cooperative learning 
procedures (p. 57).   
Recent research in collegiate settings.  Researchers have continued to 
investigate the effects of cooperative approaches in collegiate settings since the turn of 
the 21st-century.  Vaughan (2002) found that using a cooperative approach positively 
affected the learning achievement amongst students of color studying mathematics, at a 
statistically significant level; and positively affected their attitude toward mathematics (p. 
362).  Lyon and Lagowski (2008) discovered that chemistry students who had the 
opportunity to meet weekly in small groups (four to five members facilitated by a peer 
teaching assistant) outside of class to discuss the course materials, in addition to attending 
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the lectures, collectively earned a significantly higher mean score on all the exams and 
for their final course grade than the control group of students who only attended lectures 
(pp. 1574–1575).  Lyon and Lagowski (2008) concluded that “students in a large-class 
environment modified to accommodate to small learning groups achieve at a higher level 
using the conventional academic measures of achievement—examination and course 
grades” (p. 1575).  Hsiung (2012) found that “students in the cooperative learning 
condition achieved a higher level of academic performance in both the homework and 
unit tests than those in the individualistic learning condition given sufficient exposure (18 
weeks) to the cooperative learning method” (p. 131).  They noted that the effectiveness of 
the cooperative learning method increased over time, especially as the cooperative efforts 
of the groups’ matured (pp. 130–134).  Hsiung (2012) argued that cooperative learning 
gives students “an effective means of accumulating a large body of knowledge within a 
short period of time, while simultaneously mastering a wide range of new skills and 
techniques” (p. 133). 
In some cooperative models the groups used a technique Johnson et al. (2001) 
referred to as group processing, where the members of the group held a session to review 
and describe “the member actions that were helpful and unhelpful and to decide what 
actions to continue or change” (p. 508) to improve the effectiveness of member 
contributions to the overall productivity of the group.  Johnson et al. (2001) found that 
group processing increased individual achievement and group productivity” (p. 514) and 
was more effective in small groups over large groups (p. 514).  Furthermore, group 
processing was most useful when both the teachers and the students led the sessions 
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rather than just the teachers or students (p. 513).  The cooperative group with the teacher 
and student-led processing sessions, over the individualistic condition, cooperative 
condition with no processing, and just teacher-led or student-led processing groups, 
accomplished the most in the problem-solving exercise (p. 513).  They recommended 
using group processing led by both the teachers and the students to increase individual 
achievement and group productivity in cooperative settings (p. 515). 
Peer-led team learning is a cooperative approach utilized in some collegiate 
science programs, where students are divided into six to eight member groups that are 
facilitated by an experienced student leader who successfully completed the course one 
year previous.  The groups work together in workshops to discuss and solve challenging 
problems related to the course content in addition to the regular lecture classes.  
According to Tien, Roth, and Kampmeier (2002), the workshops created a community 
based learning environment that encouraged student interaction and self-expression and 
increased personal responsibility and autonomy.  In the workshops the students were 
required to reflect on and explain their own understanding of the material and create their 
own learning strategies.  They were both socially engaging and intellectually stimulating 
experiences.  Tien et al. (2002) indicated that the workshops gave the students “a 
mechanism for self-expression in a student-centered environment” which translated into 
an “increased sense of autonomy and self-confidence” (p. 625); and moreover, the 
students were “engaged in an alternative model for learning how to learn that is 
transferable to other situations” (p. 625).  According to Tien et al. (2002), the students 
who participated in the peer-led team learning workshops “earned significantly higher 
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total points on exams which translated into higher course grades and demonstrated 
significantly higher retention rates compared with control recitation students” (p. 613).  
Likewise, Hockings, DeAngelis, and Frey (2008) found that the students who participated 
in peer-led team learning in a general chemistry course, scored, on average, one letter 
grade higher (e.g., B versus B-) than the non-PLTL students (p. 995).  Additionally, the 
students that participated in peer-led team learning had more positive attitudes toward 
studying chemistry in general, and they responded with positive attitudes toward peer-led 
team learning workshops as a means for learning (p. 996).  Wamser (2006), who 
compared over five years of data pertaining to students who elected to participate in peer-
led team learning workshops in an organic chemistry course, found that the workshop 
students were significantly more successful in the course and “only half as likely to end 
up with an unsatisfactory grade” (p. 1564).  Additionally, their performance averages 
were consistently higher and their average score on the ACS Organic Exam given 
independently each spring was correspondingly higher as well (p. 1564).  Furthermore, 
Wamser (2006) found that the peer-led team learning students’ persistence in organic 
chemistry was higher as they were “twice as likely to complete all three terms” (p. 1564).  
According to the students in the study, the workshops helped them improve their 
problem-solving skills and perform better in the course (p. 1563).   
McCreary, Golde, and Koeske (2006) explored the outcome of using a peer-led 
teaching and learning model specifically referred to as Workshop Chemistry.  According 
to McCreary et al. (2006) the results of their experiment demonstrated “several ways in 
which chemistry lab students in the Workshop sections perform at a higher level, on 
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average, than those in conventionally run labs” (p. 809).  Students in the experimental 
sections had more good designations and less poor responses (p. 807).  They tended to 
write longer responses, which was an indication of their greater understanding of the 
material as students who knew more usually wrote more (pp. 807–809).  McCreary et al. 
(2006) said “for nearly every measure of performance quality and written communication 
included in the study, participation in the Workshop labs tended to enhance students’ 
learning relative to that indicated by test performance for students in the conventionally 
taught labs, with the differences often reaching statistical significance” (p. 807).  
Additionally, McCreary et al. (2006) indicated that “for each measure evaluated, the 
direction of the main difference always favored students in the Workshop labs, even 
when the means did not differ statistically” (p. 809).  Likewise, there was greater 
proficiency by Workshop students in mastering general communications skills, the ability 
to gain global knowledge of an entire experiment, and the ability to assess the quality of 
experimental results versus control group students who often failed to read the question 
carefully and describe the goal of an experiment rather than the goal of preparing for lab 
(p. 809).  McCreary et al. (2006) concluded that the Workshop labs helped students 
discover “their own effective, general approach to carrying out lab activities” in place of 
just discovering laws of chemistry (p. 810). 
Despite the many findings affirming cooperation, Hancock (2004) noted some 
potential issues with students working together as well.   According to Hancock (2004),  
students sometimes valued the cooperative-learning process and informal socialization 
opportunities over actually learning the material; as a result, they often spent more time 
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socializing over non-course related topics than working together to solve the coursework 
problems they were given.  Furthermore, in some situations, more boisterous and 
extroverted students dominated the discussions while less confident or less 
knowledgeable students partially disengaged from their group’s interactions.  
Additionally, students working together in groups sometimes reinforced wrong answers 
or misconception amongst one another.  Hancock (2004) concluded that graduate 
students wishing to work with their peers in interactive and collaborative environments 
do not necessarily learn more from doing so (pp. 163–164).   
Summary.  The studies reviewed above pertaining to cooperative models suggest 
that there are several academic, social, and psychological benefits for students working 
together in small, cooperative groups in educational settings, as well as some challenges.  
Because collegiate jazz combo students must work collaboratively for the group to 
function, related learning outcomes and obstacles may occur.  Likewise, some researchers 
reported specific requirements needed for cooperation to take place in small groups, 
which may similarly be needed in jazz combos for cooperation and creative output to 
happen.   
Music Education Research 
I know of only four music education research studies that have been conducted 
using Rogers’s (1951, 1969, 1983) or Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered 
framework.  The first study was by Mulligan (1973).  Mulligan (1973) created a course 
based on a synthesis of Rogers’s (1951, 1969) and Bruner’s (1966, 1971) theories and 
subsequently explored, in a limited fashion, the implementation of a more teacher-
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facilitated, student-centered approach in a music methods course designed for prospective 
elementary music teachers.  Mulligan (1973) reported that the new course was just as 
effective as the courses from the previous 10 years at conveying the learning objectives, 
but the students in this experimental section had more positive attitudes towards the 
discipline of music and music teaching than the students in the previous years (pp. 99–
100).  Mulligan (1973) further related that the real effect and outcome of the course 
would be seen in the students’ future classrooms; and, Mulligan (1973) posited that the 
course “results suggest a positive musical future in those classrooms” (p. 91), even 
though this outcome was beyond the scope of the study.   
Glennon (1979) applied Rogers’s concepts of the fully functioning person, and the 
facilitation of learning, to an evaluation of contemporary literature on teaching students 
majoring in music education.  Glennon’s (1979) purpose was to help prospective teachers 
become “fully functioning facilitators of learning” (p. 101).  By using Rogers’s (1951, 
1969) concepts as a lens to explore the literature, Glennon (1979) made recommendations 
for how to improve teacher preparation.  However, Glennon (1979) never actually 
investigated the implementation of those suggestions.   
Baloche (1985) explored the effectiveness of a curriculum designed for the 
teaching of creativity and group-cooperative skills based, in part, on the theoretical ideas 
of Rogers (1951, 1969, 1983).  Baloche (1985) reported that, as a result of the 
implemented curricular approach, students were more enthusiastic and involved in the 
class than usual, and they were more creative and cooperative than usual.  The teachers of 
the study also agreed that the approach helped them focus more on creativity and 
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cooperation in the classroom; and they thought the curriculum was easy to use and 
effective.   
Brown (2000) reviewed the psychological theories of Abraham Maslow, Carl 
Rogers, and Jerome Bruner, and subsequently proposed a more humanistic approach for 
private piano instruction based on a synthesis of their theories.  Brown (2000) posited 
that “the private piano lesson holds great potential for further musical and personal 
growth by developing patterns of humane interaction between the teacher and the 
student” (p. 43).  However, Brown (2000) did not research the outcome of the approach 
Brown (2000) suggested based on a syntheses of the theories.     
All four of these music education studies which utilized Rogers’s (1951, 1969, 
1983) or Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) framework were limited in scope and have 
minimal pertinence to my study of the jazz combo since I am not specifically interested 
in the application of their theoretical suggestions.  Furthermore, other than the reporting 
of more enthusiastic attitudes by the students in Mulligan (1973) and Baloche’s (1985) 
studies, and the increase in student engagement, creativity, and cooperation in Baloche’s 
(1985) study, there were no empirical findings that relate to my study.  Moving beyond 
these studies which utilized Rogers’s (1951, 1969, 1983) or Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) 
theory as a framework, there have been studies conducted in the field of music education 
that utilized other frameworks or models which overlap with Rogers and Freiberg’s 
(1994) theory, and which contain greater support for my study of the jazz combo.  Music 
education studies pertaining to learner-centered environments, cooperative and small self-
directed groups, and the utilizing of informal methods in formal settings, are particularly 
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important.  The studies reviewed in the remainder of this section identify ways in which 
the students in jazz combos or other similar settings can learn and personally grow in 
some of the ways defined by Rogers and Freiberg (1994). 
Cooperative and Learner-Centered Models 
Hwong, Caswell, Johnson, and Johnson (1993) explored the use of a cooperative 
versus individualistic course design in a class instructing prospective elementary teachers 
how to teach music.  They discovered that the cooperative approach had no significant 
effect on the prospective teachers’ desires to teach music.  However, those in the 
cooperative condition became more positive towards classical music, which was the 
genre studied in the course (pp. 61–62).  They also had significantly fewer occurrences of 
off-task behavior (p. 61).  Furthermore, Hwong et al. (1993) found that the students 
working in the cooperative environment achieved higher scores on written assignments 
than the students who worked individualistically, but found no significant difference in 
their performance on the exams (p. 61).   
Scruggs (2008) compared a teacher-directed orchestral environment with a more 
learner-centered orchestral environment at the middle school level.  The students in the 
learner-centered environment were given opportunities to voice their opinion about 
strategies for improving their ensemble’s performance, lead the group in warmup 
exercises, and work together in small groups to perfect musical parts.  According to 
Scruggs (2008), the students preferred making choices and offering their input (p. 152); 
and, they felt validated because their opinion was valued (p. 155).  The attitudes of the 
students in the learner-centered groups towards orchestra class were more positive overall 
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than the students in the teacher-centered groups as well; and they were more willing to 
try new things in class (pp. 154–155).  Additionally, Scruggs (2008) found that the 
learner-centered opportunities increased the students’ engagement and involvement in the 
class as well as how efficiently the class ran because the students helped each other learn 
(p. 146); and, overtime, they more willingly participated in class and worked better as a 
team to accomplish their musical goals (p. 154).  Likewise, the learner-centered students 
felt an ownership for the classroom which increasingly grew over the course of the 
semester (p. 147); whereas, the students in the teacher-centered orchestras struggled to 
pay attention or be fully engaged in the class despite their musical talent (p. 156, 169).  
According to Scruggs (2008), both the teacher- and learner-centered orchestras 
were rated at the level of “excellent” on their final performances, and given typical 
comments for middle school groups on how to improve intonation and musicality, so 
there was seemingly no difference between the outcomes of the two approaches (pp. 140–
141).  However, one of the teachers “asserted that her L-C orchestra class was better 
prepared for performances than her eighth-grade class the prior year, possibly due to the 
inclusion of L-C techniques” (p. 140).  More importantly, despite the overall 
performances of the ensembles, the students in the learner-centered orchestras 
demonstrated greater personal musical growth than the students in the teacher-centered 
groups (p. 161).  Even though both the learner- and teacher-centered students increased in 
their technical ability and learned new repertoire during the semester, the learner-centered 
students also developed problem solving, performance critique, peer tutoring, and 
leadership skills; and they gained confidence for creating their own performances with 
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small groups outside of class, and indicated that they were more inclined to continue 
performing and learning outside the school without the teacher (pp. 146–148, 161–162).  
Scruggs (2008) concluded that the learner-centered environment was better for 
cultivating “intellectual maturity, learning aptitudes, and discernment to become 
independent learners” (p. 162).   
Additionally, Scruggs (2008) found that discipline problems which existed in the 
teacher-centered orchestras did not exist in the learner-centered orchestras (p. 147).  One 
teacher-centered ensemble would start out with students’ attention on the teacher but 
slowly move in the opposite direction with progressive off-task behavior from the 
students; and the other teacher-centered orchestra had many disruptions throughout class.  
According to Scruggs (2008), “L-C classroom techniques may keep students more 
engaged and allow educators more time to teach rather than mete out discipline 
consequences” (p. 169).   
Furthermore, Scruggs (2008) reported that students in the learner-centered groups 
helped classmates learn the music; and they significantly perceived themselves more 
helpful to their classmates than the teacher-centered ensemble members did (pp. 145–
146).  Good student leaders kept the learner-centered students focused on their learning 
goals when working independently of the teacher in small groups (p. 147).  Over time, 
the learner-centered students began relying on each other for answers rather than the 
teacher (p. 145); which, according to one teacher, made the class run more efficiently 
because struggling students were helped by peers (p. 146).  Learner-centered students 
also increased over the semester in their ability to offer effective strategies for improving 
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the ensemble’s performance and relying on one another to solve problems, answer 
questions, fix mistakes, and improve their groups’ performance whereas the students in 
the teacher-centered groups continued to rely on the teacher for those things (pp. 143–
148).  Scruggs (2008) said:   
Though both L-C and T-C students demonstrated improved technical proficiency, 
as confirmed by teacher testing, observation, and teacher interview data, L-C 
students were no longer dependent upon their teachers to improve their 
performance.  L-C students exhibited musical growth by selecting daily musical 
goals and offering increasingly effective critique of their performance. (p. 143) 
 
Summary.  The findings of these two studies are similar to the findings of other 
educational studies pertaining to cooperative or learner-centered approaches: the students 
enjoyed class more, were more on task, and learned more personally as a result of the 
approach.  Specifically, the implementation of more learner-centered and cooperative 
small-group, self-directed opportunities brought about the development of self-
disciplined skills and deeper musicality.  Students in self-directed jazz combos may 
experience similar outcomes as Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) theory suggests.  
Informal Learning 
The term informal learning has typically been used to represent the types of 
learning that individuals naturally gain outside the formal school system, though informal 
learning can occur in the classroom.  In music education, informal learning specifically 
denotes learning through aural processes and more peer- and self-directed fashions than 
learning music through reading sheet music and following the step-by-step instructions of 
a formal teacher or conductor.  Green (2002) is well known for having conducted 
research on how popular musicians outside the school system learned informally, 
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compared to formally educated musicians; and for conducting subsequent research on the 
implementation of those more informal approaches in formal music classrooms (Green, 
2008a, 2008b).  Many aspects of the informal classroom approach created by Green 
(2008a) overlap with the suggestions made by Rogers and Freiberg (1994) for creating 
person-centered learning communities.  For instance, having the students self-select and 
learn their own music, teach one another, organize and structure their own time and 
learning strategies, and work cooperatively with friends in peer- and self-directed ways 
on small-group projects.  According to Green (2008a), including an informal approach in 
the classroom meant learning through a more haphazard holistic approach in place of 
step-by-step instruction; because, the students instead learned through processes of 
listening to, transcribing, performing, improvising, and composing music (pp. 5–10).   
Green (2008a, 2008b) reported many learning outcomes that resulted from the 
approach which overlap with elements of Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) theoretical 
concepts of whole-person learning, the development of self-discipline, and greater 
emergence as fully-functioning persons.  According to Green (2008a, 2008b), the 
students’ motivation to learn, involvement in the class, level of responsibility, music 
appreciation, sense of personal satisfaction, amount of fun and enjoyment, and overall 
learning and achievement all increased as a result of the informal methods.  Green 
(2008b) argued that the informal setting provided opportunities for students at all levels, 
from low to high, to learn, participate, and improve; some students even displayed 
unexpected musicality (pp. 186–187).  Additionally, the students learned to cooperate, 
communicate, work as a team, and listen to group members’ opinions and ideas (Green, 
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2008a, pp. 127–130).  Some students developed leadership skills; and, as somewhat of a 
surprise to the teachers, some of the students that arose as leaders had previously been 
less capable, less cooperative, or less enthusiastic in class (Green, 2008b, p. 184).  Many 
previously disaffected or poorly performing students succeeded in this environment, even 
at the highest level of the class (Green, 2008a, p. 147).  Additionally, as a result of the 
informal approach, the students developed improved listening and critical analysis skills, 
and established more personal and real-world meaning with the subject; and, the 
approach fostered the development of self-confidence and a positive self-image (pp. 51–
139).  Green (2008a) noted a connection between the informal model and child-centered, 
discovery learning, group learning, peer-directed learning, cooperative learning, and self-
directed learning approaches (pp. 10, 110); and subsequently argued that cooperative, 
peer-directed, and group learning aspects that happened in the informal approach created 
a learning community in the classroom which supported the collective learning of the 
group as well as the individual growth of each member (pp. 119–120).   
Informal learning practices, however, can present difficulties for learners; and 
researchers have explored these issues.  Rodriguez (2009) found that formally trained 
musicians can struggle learning music through informal and aural means because they 
have been trained to read music and play their instruments in a particular way.  Andrews 
(2013), who explored the effectiveness of implementing informal, peer-directed small-
group approaches based on Green’s (2008a) model into an elementary school recorder 
ensemble, found there were at times some competitive feelings amongst the students 
although they mostly felt responsible for each other’s success.  One of the students 
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preferred working in a more individualistic approach and subsequently worked poorly in 
the group at times.  However, this student was less off-task in this setting; and was more 
self-motivated and autonomous (p. 137).  Likewise, the students unanimously agreed that 
they preferred working independently, utilizing teacher support as needed.  This was a 
challenging way to learn, but the challenge helped add to their experience and the joy that 
came when they found success and figured things out for themselves.  Davis (2013), who 
explored the outcome of implementing informal and popular music approaches adapted 
from Green’s (2008a) model into a regular elementary music classroom, found that when 
the students first separated to work in their small friendship groups that there appeared to 
be chaos because the noise level was so high.  Yet, in reality the students were learning 
and having a lot of fun doing it.  They enjoyed working with their friends and embraced 
the informal, holistic, and aural approach.  The students were responsible and self-
regulated in their learning, group member participation, and expressive decision-making 
as they worked in a peer-directed fashion to learn and create their own cover version of a 
familiar popular song. 
Summary.  Students in jazz combos employ similar informal means to learn, 
play, and create jazz music as the popular musicians from Green’s (2002) study did to 
learn and play popular music; and, in educational settings jazz combo students are 
engaged activities like those that were part of Green’s (2008a) informal model for the 
classroom.  While no approach is perfect for all students, and even though these studies 
did not use Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) framework, these studies of informal learning 
infer that students in person-centered learning communities can experience greater 
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personal satisfaction, musical accomplishment, and extra-musical personal development.  
Hence, students in jazz combos may experience more than passive, left-brained cognition 
and the ability to play an instrument or reproduce music written on a page; they may 
experience more whole-person learning, develop greater self-discipline, and emerge as 
more fully-functioning individuals and musicians as Rogers and Freiberg (1994) 
suggested. 
Jazz Combos and Other Small, Self-Directed Groups  
Jaffurs (2006), who explored the learning that took place in the informal setting of 
a garage band, found that students enjoyed their self-constructed venue and ensemble.  In 
this context, the students appreciated making their own decisions and not being told what 
to do by a teacher or authority figure (p. 128); and “they appreciated their independence 
and the freedom to create their own experiences” (p. 157) in the informal venue.  
According to Jaffurs (2006), the students considered the teacher’s content and process 
from their school music classes helpful but they simultaneously valued “the shared 
experiences of the group, their ability to listen to ‘opinions’ and glean ideas from their 
musical interactions, even though leader-less” (p. 152).  “In the informal venue, they felt 
that they were learning through their interactions with each other.  In the formal venue, 
they felt that they gathered the knowledge they needed to play their instruments” (p. 152).  
Jaffurs (2006) said, “from their basement rehearsals, the band members extended 
outward, progressing towards more sophistication in their ability to collaborate, compose, 
and refine a system of performing” (p. 156).  The students shared mutual respect for one 
another, and contributed to each other’s continual musical development and growth (p. 
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156).  Also, according to Jaffurs (2004), the students engaged in both peer learning and 
peer critique; they “analyzed mistakes and gave suggestions for improvement” (p. 197).  
Jaffurs (2004) was impressed with what the students accomplished on their own, without 
an instructor.  According to Jaffurs (2004), the members worked in a democratic fashion; 
they did not have a specific leader but all contributed to the group’s output.  They 
“collaborated and worked toward a common goal they had a vested interest in” (p. 198); 
and they were serious musicians who worked to fix mistakes and perfect their music (pp. 
197–199). 
Allsup (2002) explored the growth and development that occurred when nine high 
school students were randomly divided into two music groups and given the task of 
working together to compose and perform their own music.  Allsup (2002) studied these 
groups through Bruner’s (1996) mutual learning cultures framework and indicated that 
these groups constantly evolved as communities in-the-making (pp. 227–336).  For 
example, one of the groups chose to become a garage band and as a result, their music-
making process involved jamming and improvising until something caught hold with 
everybody; then they worked to build on and create an entire composition from that idea 
(pp. 331–333).  Allsup (2002) indicated that their experience helped them create a 
community, even though they were challenged by things like the differences in the 
members’ knowledge and ability levels and, at times, finding ways to get everyone 
participating (pp. 333–335).  The students in this study considered the nontraditional and 
self-directed opportunity fun and nonobligatory (pp. 355–356).  Allsup (2002) argued 
that nontraditional instrumental music learning was personally meaningful and relevant to 
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the students, and more associated with creativity and the “processes of discovery 
(composing, sharing ideas, group critique) than skill building or technique” (p. 355); 
although, skills and technique were developed in the process and creativity contexts (pp. 
355–356).  Also, all the students in the program identified peer-learning as a benefit of 
the program because they felt they discovered more due to their peers’ input (pp. 356–
357).  Allsup (2002) noted that in a small group, self-directed, nontraditional setting there 
is an emphasis on interpersonal relationships.  The members must work together, take 
care of and teach one another, communicate, rely on each other for new ideas, and be 
committed to the group’s development (pp. 355–356).   
According to Branker (2010), who investigated student collaboration and music 
making in two small jazz groups, “having the chance to be in control of their own 
classroom space, which affords students the opportunity to take responsibility for their 
own learning and creative undertakings, can be both an empowering and enlightening 
experience” (p. 163).  Branker (2010) found that students working together in a self-
directed, student-centered setting were more engaged because of increased responsibility.  
Branker (2010) also identified challenges such as being competitive with one another or 
trying to outdo friends, skepticism, communicating effectively and not speaking over one 
another, side conversations and offhand comments, managing time to increase 
productivity, solidifying a group’s mutual focus and set of goals when individuals within 
the groups had different opinions and personalities, performing in a selfish manner rather 
than working to contribute to the overall sound of the group; and interacting musically 
regardless of differences in playing ability (pp. 174–175, 182–183).  At times there were 
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semi-confrontational and adversarial moments for the groups.  However, Branker (2010) 
found most of the students indicated that their groups positively grew as communities 
over the course of the study; their working relationships, associations, and camaraderie 
were strengthened (178–182).  This was due to the formation of a sense of community, 
the development of leadership skills, and improvements in communication and listening 
skills that in turn helped with identifying and correcting musical issues and became more 
productive at working together.  Relationships improved during the course of the study; 
members bonded and there were increased friendships.  The students became more 
cooperative as they grew more willing and better at listening to and trusting one another; 
and they fought less and created a more positive atmosphere as they increased in mutual 
understanding and respect for one another.  Branker (2010) argued that giving students 
the opportunity to create music in small groups in a self-sufficient manner empowers 
students to create their own experience and in turn “learn how to create themselves” (p. 
214).  Branker (2010) stated: 
The conclusions of this study suggest that when students become active 
participants in the classroom, rather than passive recipients, they feel empowered 
to take on a larger role in contributing to the development of their own 
experience. In so doing, educative moments will present themselves as a result of 
the experiences gained through the sharing and exchange that takes place with 
others in their social setting. (p. 219) 
 
Summary.  These studies demonstrate that there are both challenges and rewards 
for working with peers in self-directed jazz combos, or other similar small groups, to 
create one’s own music in formal educational settings.  Even though these studies were 
not conducted using Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) framework, they provide examples of 
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how students can learn both musically and extra-musically in these settings, in at least 
some of the ways Rogers and Freiberg (1994) suggested.   
Chapter Summary 
The combination of findings provided by the various studies reviewed in this 
chapter indicate that collegiate jazz combos may function as person-centered learning 
communities, with the members of those groups engaged as citizens. Furthermore, 
researchers of these studies suggest that aspects of whole-person learning, the 
development of self-discipline, and the emergence of more fully-functioning persons may 
occur in collegiate jazz combos.  My research study of the collegiate jazz combo builds 
on this foundation by detailing how the jazz combo functioned as a person-centered 
learning community and how the participants experienced more whole-person learning, 
developed greater self-discipline, and emerged as more fully-functioning persons through 
their participation in the jazz combo.   
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Chapter 3: 
Jazz Combo Research Design and Site Description 
Qualitative case study was developed to study the experience of real cases operating in 
real situations. ~ Robert E. Stake (2006, p. 3) 
To explore my research questions pertaining to person-centered learning in the 
collegiate jazz combo, I conducted a qualitative case study of a jazz combo at a university 
in the Western United States.  I collected data through observations and interviews.  The 
combo, as a single functional entity, is a case, and in the study I experienced the activity 
of the case as it occurred in its contexts and particular situations throughout the semester 
(Stake, 2006, p. 2).  The exploration of the members’ learning and music making in the 
combo as a person-centered community was appropriately conducted in this manner 
because, according to Stake (2006), “Qualitative case study was developed to study the 
experience of real cases operating in real situations” (p. 3).  Focusing on a combo as the 
case, this study was further bounded by one semester of instruction because the jazz 
combos at the selected university are newly formed at the beginning of each semester and 
disbanded at the end.  Within that time frame, this study was also bounded by the 
functionality of the combo as a person-centered learning community and the participants’ 
learning outcomes related to whole-person learning, self-discipline, and fully-functioning 
persons (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994).  Additionally, in this investigation I explored ways in 
which the combo’s function as a person-centered community, and the members’ learning 
and development outcomes within the combo, were enabled and constrained during the 
course of the semester. 
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Site Selection and Criteria 
I chose to study a collegiate jazz combo at the university level because I wanted 
to explore the occurrence of whole-person learning, the development of self-discipline, 
and the emergence of more fully-functioning persons in a school ensemble that naturally 
functions within the person-centered framework; because, these kinds of humanistic 
developments only happen in person-centered learning communities (Rogers & Freiberg, 
1994).  Along these lines, I selected a jazz combo program at a university where the 
groups are both self-directed and guided by faculty, where the members create their own 
arrangements and improvise regularly, and where the groups have chances to perform 
throughout the semester.  I also chose the specific site because the university’s mission 
statement and aims overlap with Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered learning 
theory, in that they pertain to helping students make progress towards becoming whole or 
total persons that reach their fullest potential as human beings in all aspects of their lives, 
and are prepared to meet life’s challenges and improve upon the world around them.  
Moreover, the aims and mission statement of the university in this study align with the 
type of self-disciplined, fully-functioning, whole-persons that Rogers and Freiberg (1994) 
argued should emerge in more active, person-centered environments.  Prior to the 
commencement of the study, I obtained permission to conduct the study from the 
gatekeepers at the site, which included the director of the school of music and the 
coordinator of the combo program at this university.  Additionally, I obtained 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval for conducting the study. 
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Recruitment for the Study 
Participation in the study was voluntary.  During the first week of the semester, 
the jazz department held auditions for combos and big bands.  The students who 
auditioned for combos were placed in various groups based on their availability, 
instrument, and playing level.  The combo program coordinator, who I refer to as Dr. 
Bird (all participants are represented by pseudonyms), formed the groups and assigned 
faculty coaches.  One of the combos that he created was chosen as the combo for this 
study; the determination was based on my personal availability.  After Dr. Bird formed 
the groups, I contacted the students that were assigned to the combo designated for the 
study, informed them of the study, provided them with IRB approved consent forms, and 
asked them if they were willing to participate in the study.  All of the members gave me 
their consent verbally and in writing by signing the consent forms.  Along with their 
consent to participate, all of the combo members gave me permission to audio record all 
the interviews, combo rehearsals, and combo performances.  There was a trombonist 
originally assigned to the group who ultimately did not participate in the ensemble or the 
study because of a scheduling conflict with the group’s rehearsal time.  Because of the 
study and my faculty status at the school, Dr. Bird handled the combo grades during the 
semester of this study. 
Participants and Learning Community Members 
The participants in this study included the undergraduate students that were in the 
jazz combo and myself, the combo’s faculty coach.  Additionally, the combo’s learning 
community sometimes extended to students in other jazz combos, the combo program 
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coordinator (Dr. Bird), and the audiences that attended the group’s performances because 
the participants interacted with these individuals as part of their combo experience.  Of 
these additional community members, only Dr. Bird participated in the study, and he did 
so minimally.  I interviewed him at the end of the semester and he was included in a few 
of my observations.     
The participants in the combo were between the ages of 19 and 23 at the time of 
the study; and all of them, except one, were music majors.  Three of the participants were 
female and four were male.  The group’s instrumentation included: voice, trumpet, 
saxophone, guitar, piano, bass, and drums.  The following explanations provide more 
details about the study participants and community members: 
Scarlet (Voice) 
Scarlet was a 20-year-old sophomore from the Northwest United States.  She was 
the ensemble’s vocalist; and she occasionally played auxiliary percussion.  Scarlet started 
singing in third grade when she joined a choir.  Most of her experience in music 
ensembles prior to joining the combo was in choral settings.  For instance, she had 
extensive experience in concert choir and other classical style groups, church choir, a 
capella choirs that performed pop music, and jazz choir.  Additionally, she had 
occasionally sung a solo at events where she was either accompanied by a guitarist or a 
backing track.  Scarlet had also led her own indie style bands, sung with jazz big bands, 
and sung with various jazz combos both in and outside of the school setting prior to the 
semester of this study.  During this study Scarlet auditioned for and was admitted into the 
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university’s school of music as a commercial music major emphasizing jazz studies.  She 
hopes to become a professional and touring jazz vocalist.  
Sonny (Tenor Saxophone) 
Sonny was a 22-year-old junior from the Western United States.  He was the 
group’s tenor saxophonist and the most experienced jazz musician in the group, even 
though he was a clarinet performance major.  Sonny began piano lessons when he was in 
fifth grade, started on clarinet in the concert band in sixth grade, and a couple years later 
began concurrently playing saxophone in the school’s jazz band.  Prior to this this study, 
Sonny played clarinet in orchestras, concert bands, a wind symphony, a pit orchestra for 
musicals, and chamber groups.  He also played saxophone (and some clarinet) in jazz big 
bands and combos.  Sonny would like to be a jazz professor.   
Roy (Trumpet) 
Roy was a 19-year-old freshman from a small town in the Western United States.  
Roy was majoring in trumpet performance but was not completely sure what he wanted 
to do professionally when he graduated from school.  As a child he took piano lessons but 
did not really like it.  However, his parents expected him to study music so when he got 
into middle school he switched to trumpet, which he learned to play by participating in 
the school’s band program.  During his freshman year of high school, Roy joined the 
school’s jazz band and after his sophomore year he started to enjoy playing more and 
more so he took some lessons from a college professor.  Prior to this semester, Roy 
played in concert bands, marching bands, in a wind symphony, and in jazz big bands.  
Most of his music playing before the semester of this study involved reading sheet music, 
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though he occasional had the chance to improvise a solo in the jazz big band.  Playing in 
this combo was Roy’s first extensive experience in a jazz combo and his first real 
experiences with jazz improvisation.   
Bill (Piano) 
Bill played piano in the combo.  He was a 23-year-old junior majoring in 
commercial music.  Bill was originally from the West Coast region of the United States.  
He began playing the piano when he was four but did not start taking lessons until he was 
five.  Bill wrote his first composition at age four but mostly took formal lessons and 
learned classical piano during those early years.  Halfway through high school Bill took a 
break from classical piano and got into rock guitar.  However, during his senior year of 
high school Bill returned to learning and playing classical piano.  He first started learning 
jazz piano about two years prior to this study.  The semester of this study was his second 
semester playing in a jazz combo.  Other than participation in a combo, Bill played guitar 
in a community jazz big band for two years in his hometown and he played piano in the 
high school jazz band for two semesters. Bill hopes to work professionally as a 
singer/songwriter, a jazz musician, and a film/media composer.   
Noah (Guitar) 
Noah was the combo’s guitarist.  He was a 20-year-old sophomore from the West 
Coast of the United States majoring in string performance, although he planned to change 
his major to commercial music.  Noah started playing guitar in third grade.  He also 
played trumpet for a time and took piano lessons while in elementary school.  When 
Noah was in sixth grade the band teacher, a family friend, invited him to play bass in the 
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middle school jazz band, so he did that for grades six through nine, learning both electric 
and upright.  In tenth grade Noah played piano in the high school jazz band and in 
combos.  Noah also played upright bass in the orchestra all four years of high school.  
Prior to this study Noah played in jazz big bands on both bass and piano, in orchestra on 
bass, and in jazz combos on bass, piano, and guitar.  He also had played in rock bands 
and avant garde groups on guitar and he had sung in a chamber choir.  Noah hoped to 
find his own way in the music industry by performing, building instruments, and/or 
through another path that might open up for him.   
Linda (Bass) 
Linda was the group’s bass player.  She was a 21-year-old senior from the 
Northwest United States majoring in string performance.  Linda started piano lessons 
when she was five and then learned the violin in fourth grade.  However, halfway through 
her fifth grade year she switched to the bass indefinitely.  Prior to college she was mostly 
self- and YouTube-taught, though she did receive one lesson from her junior high band 
teacher and she took some formal lessons just prior to coming to college.  Most of her 
ensemble experience throughout elementary, junior high, and high school was orchestral, 
although she played in her school’s jazz big band starting in junior high.  As a college 
student, she has played bass in orchestra, some jazz big bands, a jazz choir, several jazz 
combos both in and outside the school setting, and a show band, which did a mix of top 
forty and Broadway hits.   Linda did not start playing improvised solos or creating her 
own parts for jazz and pop type groups until she came to the university.  After graduating, 
Linda planned to attend graduate school and major in jazz studies.  Professionally, she 
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hopes to teach at the university level as a well-rounded musician in classical, jazz, and 
commercial music.   
Gretchen (Drums) 
Gretchen was the ensemble’s drum set player.  She was a 20-year-old sophomore 
from the Western United States majoring in electrical engineering.  Gretchen started 
playing drum set and taking music lessons when she was 11, and she started playing jazz 
at age 13.  Prior to this semester Gretchen has been a percussionist in concert bands, 
marching bands, and orchestras; and she has played drum set in jazz big bands, jazz 
choirs, and jazz combos both in and outside of the school setting.  Even though Gretchen 
was not majoring in music, she planned to continue playing music and jamming with 
other musicians all throughout her life, and she hoped to teach others how to play the 
drums as well.   
Kristen (Faculty Coach) 
I participated in the combo and the study as the group’s faculty coach.  My main 
instrument is guitar.  I have a Bachelor of Music degree in jazz studies from Brigham 
Young University, and a Master of Music degree from Indiana University in jazz studies.  
As a member of the combo’s person-centered learning community I helped facilitate 
cooperation, music making, problem solving, and learning within the combo setting 
during the semester.  In addition to this combo, I coached three other groups in the combo 
program during the semester of this study.  Amongst other music making experiences, I 
have been playing in jazz combos and jazz big bands for over 20 years, and I have been 
coaching collegiate level jazz groups for about seven years.  Besides jazz combos, I have 
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a wide range of experience playing other styles such as blues, folk, pop, classical, 
Broadway musicals, country, funk, and classic rock. 
Dr. Bird (Combo Program Coordinator) 
Dr. Bird was the combo program coordinator.  As the coordinator he initially 
organized all the combos; and during the semester he ran the combo program master 
classes wherein he gave the groups feedback and facilitated the students giving one 
another feedback after the various groups performed.  He also gave the groups feedback 
when they performed in the combined combo concert.  Dr. Bird was part of the 
participants’ person-centered learning community during these occasions.  Dr. Bird 
directs the top jazz big band at the university and has taught various jazz courses over the 
years.  All of the jazz students at the school tend to interact with Dr. Bird at one time or 
another.  Dr. Bird is a woodwind specialist proficient on all the woodwind instruments 
and he has extensive experience in classical, jazz, and popular styles.  Throughout the 
years he has played in many different ensembles including jazz big bands, concert bands, 
orchestras, rock bands, Celtic groups, classical chamber groups, jazz combos, etc.  
Additionally, he has over 35 years of experience teaching jazz and classical music lessons 
and courses at the university level, and he has been running jazz combo programs for the 
breadth of that time.  
Semester Overview of the Combo Course 
Over the course of the semester, the combo met together for 14 weeks.  
Rehearsals started during the second week of the semester, as auditions and the formation 
of the groups took place during the first week of the semester.  Throughout the semester, 
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the combo rehearsed 25 times.  Most of the rehearsals were on Mondays and Wednesdays 
from 11:00 to 11:50 am.  Besides rehearsing together, the group performed on campus 
seven times throughout the semester.  Two of the performances were formal concerts in 
auditoriums, three were in combo master class, one was in the lobby of the fine arts 
center, and the other was outside on the steps of the student center.  Additionally, some of 
the combo members and I performed one impromptu show in the food court area of the 
student center; and some of the combo members played background music at a charity 
gala held at a restaurant on campus.  When the combo performed in master class they 
received peer and instructor feedback from Dr. Bird and members of the other combos.  
By comparison, this combo rehearsed about the same number of times as the other 
combos in the school’s program, and they performed in master class the same number of 
times.  However, only some of the combos did additional performances outside of the 
combo program’s formal combined combo concert that happened during week 12.  Of the 
combos that did additional performances, this group did the most.  See Appendix A for a 
schedule of this group’s rehearsals and performances.   
Rehearsal and Performance Venue Descriptions 
During the semester the band mainly rehearsed in one of the school’s large-
ensemble rehearsal rooms, which was basically a carpeted band room; and all of the 
master classes occurred in this room.  In this large-ensemble room, the students had to set 
up the band equipment each time they rehearsed or performed in master class because it 
was stored along the side walls or in locked closets that were built into the perimeter of 
the room.  The room’s design was mostly rectangular in shape and the combo tended to 
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set up towards the center of the room for rehearsals, though they were usually a little 
closer to the back wall than the front wall.  Ironically, the band set up facing a different 
wall each time they performed in master class, though the audience members always sat 
across from them and faced them as expected.  On four occasions, the combo rehearsed 
in a small-ensemble rehearsal room designated for jazz combos and other groups that 
similarly need rhythm section and/or PA equipment and were small enough to fit in the 
room.  This room was rectangular in shape and only wide enough to set the mini grand 
piano, guitar and bass amps, and drums side by side.  The room was a little longer than it 
was wide.  Basically, the room fit around the combo like a glove.  The band rehearsed in 
this room when they scheduled an extra rehearsal, needed more than 50 minutes to 
rehearse, or did not want to take rehearsal time to set up additional equipment such as the 
synthesizer.   
The performances took place in a variety of locations.  The combined combo 
concert was in a recital hall in the fine arts center that had stadium or theater type seating, 
meaning that each row of seats was higher in elevation than the previous row.  The stage 
was small and rectangular but comfortably fit the combo’s setup.  There was about a 15-
foot space between the stage and the rows of seats.  The room included seating for about 
300 people and had the typical sound and lighting features of a concert hall.  The 
combo’s recital at the end of the semester was in an auditorium in one of the classroom 
buildings on campus.  This auditorium sat about 250 people and was likewise designed 
with theater or stadium seating.  This room was much longer than it was wide, the stage 
was very small, and the lighting and sound options were limited.  The group’s first noon 
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time performance was on a portable stage set up in the student center, near the food court 
and commons area where the students eating lunch or studying at the tables could hear 
and see the music.  Their second noon time performance was in the open center area of 
the fine arts center on the ground floor.  At this performance the band was surrounded by 
audience members on all sides.  This included those gathered near the band on the floor 
they were on, as well as those standing on the walkways and connecting staircases of the 
two floors above, which were likewise exposed to the open central area of the fine arts 
center.  On their third noon time performance, the band performed just outside the main 
entrance of the student center.  At this venue they faced the large open courtyard area 
between the student center and other nearby buildings.  The audience members at this 
show sat on benches and grassy areas located in the open space, and stood on the 
surrounding walkways.  Additionally, some audience members only heard the music as 
they walked past the band.  On this occasion, many filmed or took pictures of the students 
as they played.  Lastly, the gala that some of the members played for was held in one of 
the restaurants located in the student center.  This particular restaurant had a small stage 
set up for entertainers. 
Data Collection 
Through the lens of Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) learning theory, I considered 
the jazz combo of this study a person-centered learning community, with each member of 
the group as a citizen in that community.  This included me, as I participated in the 
combo community and the study as a participant-observer.  Viewing the combo through 
Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered learning theory, I generated the data of this 
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study using the methods of observations and interviews.  Subsequently, the data I 
collected helped me describe and better understand how the combo functioned as a 
person-centered learning community and how the participants’ experienced whole-person 
learning, developed greater self-discipline, and became more fully-functioning persons 
over the course of one semester.   
Observations 
I conducted my research in the capacity of participant observation (Emerson, 
Fretz, & Shaw, 2011, p. 1).  Within the jazz combo community I participated as the 
faculty-member coach.  As the combo coach, I was able to naturally and actively observe 
and participate in the regular interactions and activities of the group.  I was also able to 
get to know and create quality relationships with each member of the group.  According 
to Emerson et al. (2011), it was important to do this so that I could better understand the 
members’ personal experiences in the combo and discover what those experiences meant 
to the members individually.  Furthermore, Rogers and Freiberg (1994) argued that 
instructors can help facilitate the functionality of a learning environment as a person-
centered community; and in such circumstances the instructors learn right along with 
their students as citizens in the community.  As I participated in the combo, I sought to 
coach and facilitate in such a way that the group functioned as a person-centered learning 
community, where the members worked cooperatively and in a self-directed fashion to 
make their own music while also receiving instruction and help from me.  To insure that 
there was no coercion within the study, Dr. Bird handled all the grading for the semester.     
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Over the course of the semester, I observed all the combo rehearsals and 
performances, including the group’s performances in master class.  As I observed the 
actions, interactions, and conversations that took place within the combo setting 
(including my own) I made headnotes, and I occasionally wrote down words or short 
phrases, known as jottings, to help me remember the occurrences that stood out to me 
later when I wrote my fieldnotes (Emerson et al., 2011, pp. 23–33).  Because I was the 
combo coach, observing and writing down everything that occurred in real time was not 
possible; so, as Emerson et al. (2011) suggested, I began by describing the setting, the 
community members, and my initial impressions (pp. 24–25).  At first, I used my 
instincts to help me focus on conversations and interactions that seemed more significant 
or unexpected than others.  Then, as I became oriented, I tried to notice what the students 
in the combo reacted to as meaningful or significant by looking for what caught their 
attention or caused them to exert some sort of emotional response (pp. 25–27).  I tried to 
stay focused on what was happening, and how the interactions occurred, rather than why 
they had transpired (p. 27).  At the start of the semester, I cast a wide net, paying 
attention to as much as I possibly could; then, as the semester progressed, I narrowed my 
focus and looked for emerging patterns or variations of events that I had observed 
previously (p. 28).   
 As soon as I possibly could after each observation session, I withdrew to 
somewhere quiet and private to write my fieldnotes.  As Emerson et al. (2011) pointed 
out, the longer the distance between the observation period and the writing of fieldnotes, 
the more the details of the events that occurred are lost from the memory (pp. 48–49).  I 
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typically started writing my fieldnotes directly after the rehearsal or performance, but 
rarely had time to finish them until later in the week.  As I wrote my fieldnotes, I listened 
to my audio recordings and tried to visually reconstruct and then write what happened 
with as much detail as possible, even reproducing the dialogue as best as I could using 
both direct and indirect quotes, as Emerson et al. (2011) suggested (pp. 57–69).  I sought 
to reveal each participant’s character (including my own), and how that character (or my 
perception of it) changed over the course of the study (pp. 69–73).  My ultimate goal in 
this process was to describe the social world of the jazz combo and the learning that took 
place there as experienced and perceived by the members of the ensemble (p. 127).   
Interviews 
I interviewed each of the combo members individually during weeks 7, 14, and 15 
of the study (see Appendix B).  I also interviewed Dr. Bird during week 15 of the study.  
The week seven interviews were short; they only lasted about 20 to 30 minutes.  The 
interviews in weeks 14 and 15 were more in depth and lasted longer, typically 60 to 90 
minutes.  In addition to these formal interviews, I visited with the members all throughout 
the semester before and after rehearsals and performances.  Sometimes when we visited, I 
asked the members questions pertaining to their learning and experience in the combo.  I 
recorded the members’ responses to my questions during these informal moments in my 
fieldnotes along with the other dialogue in our conversations.   
During the interviews, I mainly asked the participants open-ended questions about 
what they learned and experienced in the combo during the semester; and I asked Dr. 
Bird about his observations pertaining to the combo program.  The questions specifically 
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related to elements of the combo as a person-centered learning community and the 
members experiencing whole-person learning, developing greater self-discipline, and 
emerging as more fully-functioning individuals.  Many of the questions that I asked the 
members came to me as I wrote my fieldnotes and thought about what I had observed.   
With each participant’s permission, I audio recorded all the interviews as a 
memory aid.  After conducting the interviews, I listened to the recordings and transcribed 
what was said during each interview as accurately and fully as possible.  Once I 
transcribed the interviews, I provided the participants with a copy of their interviews so 
they could check it over for accuracy and perform a member check (Merriam, 1998).  All 
but two of the members chose to look over their interviews.  Each of these individuals 
told me that they looked over their transcript and that it was fine.  Although, one of these 
participants indicated that she wished she had not said the word “like” so much as she 
was speaking.  I explained to her that any excessive uses of the word would be eliminated 
in quotes, but that I would also keep many of them to maintain the syntax of her 
expression.  One of the other two participants explained that he did not have time to look 
over the transcripts and the other participant never responded to my emails containing the 
transcripts.  He was out of the country at the time and had limited access to email, which 
was my only means for contacting him.             
Data Analysis 
 I began analyzing the data concurrent with data collection.  As I wrote my 
fieldnotes, impressions, reactions, and questions came to mind that I thought might help 
clarify, explain, or provide possible interpretations of the data.  I wrote these thoughts in 
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my fieldnotes (offset by parentheses) as brief asides or more elaborate and focused 
commentaries; and I included lengthy reflections or summary commentaries at the end of 
each fieldnote account (Emerson et al., 2011, pp. 79–84).  These were my “in-process 
analytical memos” (p. 123), and they served as my initial attempt to organize the data.  
During this process, I assigned preliminary codes with my commentaries in my fieldnotes 
and interview transcripts. 
After concluding my fieldwork, I conducted a much more focused and coherent 
analyses.  As Emerson et al. (2011) suggested, I worked to analytically code the data by 
going through my fieldnotes and interview transcripts line-by-line, assigning short words 
or phrases as codes to the various pieces of data.  I based these codes on patterns that 
emerged in a distinguished way.  At first, I open coded the data by linking the lines of 
text with initial broad categories.  Then, the more I coded the more focused and selective 
I became, prioritizing the categories that seemed to be the most important, coding the 
remaining data based on those core themes (Emerson et al., 2011, pp. 172–190).  I used 
the NVivo11 program to organize and keep track of my coding.  During the entire coding 
process, I wrote memos that helped me keep track of my thinking processes and helped 
me navigate between my meanings and the members’ meanings (Emerson et al., 2011, 
pp. 185–186, 193).  Once I had coded all the data, I then grouped the codes together into 
themes that developed as a result of the coding.  These categories became the titles, 
headings, and subheadings for chapters 5 through 9, and the organization for the way that 
I presented my research findings. 
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Internal and External Reliability 
Throughout the semester, I worked closely with the members of the jazz combo.  I 
sought to represent the complex reality of the members’ meanings, or their perspectives, 
points of view, concerns, and ways of understanding their own learning and experience in 
the jazz combo (Emerson et al., 2011, pp. 129, 245–248).  Although, my writing, coding 
and analyses of the data was my personal interpretation rather than an objective or 
discovered right answer, the closer I worked with the members and the better I got to 
know them, the more I was able to discover and represent what they thought was 
meaningful and important and how they understood, categorized, classified, and 
described their learning in their combo experience (Emerson et al., 2011, pp. 129–151, 
245–248).  To increase the internal reliability of the study, I made an effort to be 
reflexive in my research by constantly interrogating my conclusions and assumptions, 
and writing in such a way that my presence as the researcher was known.  I tried to keep 
track of my personal biases.  This is partially why writing my asides, commentaries, and 
memos during my data gathering and analysis was important.  I also collected multiple 
sources of data over an extended period of time by generating detailed fieldnotes based 
on my observations of all the rehearsals, master classes, and performances during the 
entire length of the combo’s existence (one semester), as well as the transcripts of my 
interviews with the participants.  Additionally, my dissertation advisor performed an 
external audit of my data analysis by reviewing my coding of the data, my reporting of 
findings, and my conclusions.   
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In the chapters that follow, I aim to provide a rich description of the members’ 
experiences in the combo over the course of the semester; so that those who read this 
dissertation may visualize and become familiar with the setting, and in turn understand 
my analysis, conclusions and recommendations.  That way, the reader may glean from 
this dissertation information that is pertinent to them in their own circumstances.  As 
Merriam (1998) suggested, in this sort of qualitative inquiry “the general resides in the 
particular;” meaning “what we learn in a particular situation we can transfer or generalize 
to similar situations subsequently encountered” (p. 210).  
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Chapter 4: 
Creating Music in the Combo 
There is no better musical experience than playing jazz because of the freedom and the 
ability to express that it gives you.  Improvisation is like this higher form of personal 
musical expression and that makes the music so wonderful and personable and intimate 
and human, and, you know, it’s just unlike anything that exists. ~ Sonny 
Throughout the semester, the members of the jazz combo selected their own 
repertoire and contributed their own ideas to the music they played through composing, 
arranging, and improvising.  This increased their involvement in the music making 
process and made their experience more personally meaningful and rewarding.  Because 
of the ways the members were actively involved in making music in the combo, the 
combo functioned as a person-centered learning community with all the members 
engaged in the community as citizens.  I begin this chapter with a vignette describing the 
combo’s music making during their performance of two original tunes at an end of 
semester recital.  Then, as the chapter progresses, I discuss the combo’s repertoire and 
how the members selected their repertoire, their format for playing tunes, how the 
members created their own parts and arranged the tunes, and improvisation within the 
combo setting.   
Vignette 
As the clapping died down, Scarlet—the combo’s vocalist and humble diva—
smiled at the audience through happy, sparkling eyes and announced that the group 
would be performing Bill’s tune next on the program.  There were some cheers and then 
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a short moment of silence as those in the room waited in anticipation while Bill moved 
from the piano to a synthesizer keyboard and Linda switched from upright to electric 
bass.  Bill glanced at the combo members to make sure everyone was ready.  They all 
looked back at him in confirmation; he shifted his focus to the synthesizer and began 
playing a rhythmically fast and highly dense repeated wah wah figure: wickah-wacka-
wickah-wacka-wickah-wacka-wicka-wacka, which established the main texture for the 
funky groove of his tune.  After a few bars, Noah (guitar) and Linda (bass) joined in by 
playing written hits Bill had composed for them to play together: donk . . . done-gohn-
donk . . . done-gohn-donk . . . done-gohn-donk.  Gretchen (drums) came in next, playing a 
groove she had created for this tune based on traditional funk grooves and the vibe she 
got from the other rhythm section parts.  Scarlet then added a constant 16th-note pattern 
with a shaker.  Layering in the various groove parts in a vamp-like fashion served as the 
combo’s introduction for this tune.  After they had all played together for a few bars, 
Sonny (tenor saxophone) and Roy (trumpet) looked at each other, nodded their heads as a 
signal that it was time to start the melody, and then played the 16-bar head while the 
rhythm section continued the groove they established during the introduction, only this 
time following the tune’s chord progression as they played instead of vamping on one 
chord.   
The 16-bar melody was the work’s theme; and, after the combo members finished 
stating it, they took turns improvising solos over repeats of the theme’s harmonic and 
formal structure.  In transitioning to the solo section, the combo created a big texture and 
groove change.  The new groove still contained elements of funk, but was more open and 
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spacey because Bill (synthesizer) stopped playing the fast wah wah part and Noah 
(guitar), Linda (bass), and Gretchen (drums) switched to playing more whole-note based 
ideas instead of sixteenth- and eighth-note figures.  Roy (trumpet) took the first solo.  He 
started with long notes and simple melodic ideas that fit with the change in groove.  
Then, as he continued improvising his solo, Roy gradually got busier by playing more 
rhythmically active ideas, and more intense by increasing his volume.  The rhythm 
section grew right along with him, locking into a more rhythmically active groove and 
growing in volume.  In the bigger parts of his solo, Roy played repeated melodic figures 
over and over creating tension and suspense that he then resolved with melodic 
conclusions.  The audience cheered as Roy’s solo ended. 
Bill improvised the next solo.  As he began, the rhythm section brought the 
energy back down from where Roy’s solo ended and transitioned into a groove similar to, 
but less intense than, the original one used under the melody at the beginning.  Bill 
started his solo with ideas that sounded like whales singing.  This unique sound came 
from his personalized use of the synthesizer’s pitch bender and the sound patch he 
selected.  Bill took the group and the audience on a journey unlike any other during the 
entire show.  He grew in intensity as he played faster melodic ideas and continued to use 
the pitch bender; sometimes he repeated figures over and over for an effect.  The rhythm 
section grew with him, offering a supportive pad for him to play over.  When he 
concluded his solo, the audience cheered and screamed in enjoyment.   
Scarlet took the last improvised solo on this tune.  As she began, the rhythm 
section transitioned to the more spacy texture and groove that they had used at the 
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beginning of Roy’s solo.  In her solo, Scarlet used a combination of syllabic scatting and 
improvised lyrics.  She too took the audience and combo on a journey unlike any other 
during the entire show and when she concluded the audience erupted with applause and 
cheering.  Though the comb members had planned out the overall shape they wanted to 
create during each solo, and though the soloists had some preconceived ideas of what 
types of melodies they might insert, each solo was a new experience for the group every 
time they played the tune.  These exact solos had never happened before and they would 
never occur again.   
At the conclusion of Scarlet’s solo, the combo inserted an interlude section to 
transition to their restatement of the melody section.  In doing this they used the vamp 
from the introduction but instrumentally entered in reverse.  They started with a drum 
break instead of Bill’s piano part. Then, after a few bars, Linda (bass) and Noah (guitar) 
came in with the written hits that they played at the beginning; and, after a few more bars, 
Bill joined them with his intensely rhythmic and dense synthesizer wah wah.  Once the 
rhythm section had vamped for a few bars Roy (trumpet) and Sonny (sax) played the 
melody, this time going twice through the 16-bar form instead of once.  Instead of 
playing the shaker as she had done at the beginning, Scarlet (voice) improvised melodic 
fills around the melody in a syllabic scatting fashion, which added to the intensity of the 
melody, making the conclusion bigger and more exciting than the beginning.  The tune 
ended as the combo held a final chord briefly and then cut off together.  The audience 
screamed, cheered, and clapped enthusiastically.  
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The Combo’s Repertoire 
The combo’s repertoire of songs (or tunes as we called them) came from five 
main sources: (a) standard jazz tunes written by professional jazz musicians, such as All 
Blues by Miles Davis, Equinox by John Coltrane, Strasbourg St. Denis by Roy Hargrove, 
and Afternoon in Paris by John Lewis; (b) standard jazz repertoire tunes from the Great 
American Songbook originally written as popular songs, such as Goody Goody by 
Johnny Mercer and Matty Malneck and Summertime by George Gershwin and DuBose 
Heyword; (c) jazz tunes like Agua de Beber composed by Brazilian composer Antonio 
Carlos Jobim; (d) a jazz arrangement of the more contemporary pop tune I Will Survive, 
originally performed by Gloria Gaynor; and (e) original jazz tunes written by members of 
the group.  The members of the combo self-selected all of the tunes in their repertoire.  
Each student chose at least one of the tunes that the group performed, and some selected 
more than one.  Dr. Bird observed that the students in the jazz combos typically had to 
determine the “creative aspect of what tunes to play” and consequently that meant 
figuring out “who’s going to write for the group, ‘are we going to transcribe some 
things,’ and ‘where do we get our repertoire from?’”  Noah agreed, “You have to decide 
what tunes you are going to play” and within that process “you have to think about what 
other people want to hear.”   
The combo members selected the tunes they played as a group in multiple ways 
throughout the semester.  During the first two weeks, they chose tunes during rehearsals.  
In these instances, I asked the members to name a tune they wanted to play.  They did so.  
Then they located the lyrics, melody, and/or chords for that tune using mobile devices (if 
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needed) and played the tune.  As the semester progressed, the members mainly suggested 
tunes to play outside of the rehearsal setting via internet communication.  At the start of 
the fourth week of the semester, Gretchen suggested that the group utilize the google.doc 
format to organize their suggestions.  The other members agreed; so Sonny created a 
google.doc that we all had access to.  Most of the members shared tune ideas and links to 
recordings the combo could learn from through this platform; and then during rehearsals 
the members chose the tunes they collectively liked best from the google.doc list.  This 
approach helped facilitate tune selections during the remainder of the first half of the 
semester.  However, during week seven I specifically asked each member to personally 
choose one tune for the group to perform to make sure all the members were involved in 
the tune selecting process and to enlarge the group’s repertoire.  Linda appreciated me 
doing this; she commented, “I thought it was really helpful to have everyone pick a tune 
to go with because it increased our repertoire by a lot, so we weren’t just focused on 
one.”  Throughout the semester, I never selected any of the tunes the group played, 
though at times I made suggestions about the types of tunes that were needed in the 
combo’s repertoire and I encouraged the members to bring in their own original 
compositions.       
By the end of the semester, the combo had played and mastered a variety of self-
selected repertoire.  For the members, learning to play jazz standards was an important 
part of learning to play jazz.  Gretchen commented:    
Knowing different tunes really helps.  If someone’s like ‘alright let’s play this 
tune’ you can just pull it out and be, like, ‘yeah, okay, let’s go,’ and you can build 
off of that already.  So that is important, you know, you got to know the material 
before you can have fun with it. 
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Scarlet agreed that knowing standard tunes “is really important in combos.”  She 
appreciated that being in the combo “made me practice more standards; because I 
realized in some of those gigs we did that when someone is, like, ‘do you know this 
song’” you need to “just be able to do it.”  Playing original tunes was also an important 
part of the members’ combo experience.  Bill, Sonny, Scarlet, and Linda each contributed 
an original tune that the combo performed; and Bill also brought two other tunes to 
rehearsals that the combo played through but never performed.  For Sonny, “Being able 
to play my own tune in a combo is one of the more gratifying musical experiences that I 
think I could have.”  He explained: 
It just makes me feel grateful that not only do I live in a world, in a situation, with 
such privilege—where I can be a person who writes music—but also that there 
are these people who are willing to tolerate my music and work with it and sort of 
massage it and allow me that indulgence of portraying this thing that I want to.  I 
just feel happy about that.  Then, from a musical playing standpoint it’s very 
gratifying to have worked on something and been very thoughtful about the chord 
progression and the structure; and then play it and be able to solo over it.  Then 
when it sounds good, it’s wow, wow! 
The members greatly appreciated having the opportunity to self-select the tunes they 
played throughout the semester rather than having their repertoire chosen for them.  
Making these decisions boosted the members’ levels of engagement and interest in the 
combo.   
Format for Playing the Tunes 
For most of the tunes, the group followed the standard jazz combo format 
exemplified on recordings.  They started with an introduction, then they stated the tune’s 
melody (also known as the head), next members took turns improvising solos, and lastly 
they restated the melody or head and played an ending.  Sometimes the combo also 
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inserted an interlude between the melody and section for improvised solos.  The group’s 
only exceptions to this format were on I Will Survive and Scarlet’s tune because these 
two tunes followed a standard pop song—verse, chorus or verse, chorus, bridge—
structure, which the group altered slightly by opening space for improvised solos between 
the various sections using the tune’s chord progression as an open vamp.   
Even though the playing format was predictable, and the structural elements of 
the tune, such as the melody, chord progression, and form, were predetermined, the 
members had to actively participate in the music making process by individually creating 
their own ensemble parts as they were usually not written.  Noah commented, “Reading 
fully notated charts and bringing life to the notes on the page is a lot different than 
making your own life out of the music [like we do in combo].”  The members used their 
instrument’s role, stylistic expectations, and the structural elements of the tune—melody, 
chord progression, and form—to create their ensemble parts.  In the combo, Scarlet 
(voice), Sonny (sax), and Roy (trumpet) typically functioned as part of the front line, so 
they stated the main melody as well as melodic background figures and counter melodies.  
Noah (guitar), Bill (piano), Linda (bass), and Gretchen (drums) usually functioned in the 
rhythm section, so they collectively created the accompaniment groove as Noah and Bill 
comped the chords, Linda played a bass line, and Gretchen played a drum beat.  There 
were times throughout the semester when the members contributed parts outside their 
instrumental roles in the ensemble.  For example, Scarlet, Roy, and Sonny occasionally 
joined the rhythm section by playing auxiliary percussion; Noah sometimes joined the 
front line to play a tune’s melody; and Gretchen actually played the melody along with 
 99     
 
the frontline on part of Afternoon in Paris.  All the members took turns as the featured 
soloist during improvisation solo sections of the various tunes.    
Working within the boundaries of the tune’s framework and one’s own role in the 
group, the members had a considerable amount of freedom for how they played and sang 
their parts.  Those in the front line often personalized or took liberties with the way they 
presented the melodies.  For example, when Scarlet was featured as a vocalist she 
typically presented the melody in an improvisatory way, meaning she personalized the 
expression and performance of it by slightly altering the rhythms, pitches, and/or lyrics 
on the spot.  As a result, she sang it in a manner that she had never quite done before, and 
would never exactly duplicate again.  Additionally, during these vocal features, Roy and 
Sonny regularly took turns improvising countermelodies or background lines to interact 
with Scarlet’s singing.  By contrast, when more than one combo member played or sang 
the melody simultaneously, they usually presented it in a more predetermined way; but, 
even in these instances, the members frequently personalized their overall presentation of 
the melody by having Sonny improvise or compose a harmony part, by having Scarlet 
scat the melody along with the horns, by having Scarlet improvise background lines, or 
by manipulating the instrumentation textures of the melody.   
In general, what the rhythm section members played was highly influenced by the 
structural elements of the tunes and the stylistic expectations of typical swing, Latin, and 
funk grooves.  However, as Noah said, “You have to make decisions within the group 
when you’re actually playing the tunes.”  For example, Bill (piano) and Noah (guitar) 
usually made their own choices about which voicings to use and how they would present 
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them rhythmically and texturally; Linda often chose the notes and sometimes the rhythms 
of her bass lines; Gretchen selected drums and cymbals and how she hit them for her 
drum beats; and the ensemble members picked the auxiliary percussion instruments they 
used and how they played them rhythmically.  There were only a couple times throughout 
the semester when the rhythm section members played parts that they did not at least 
partially create themselves, such as on Strasbourg St. Denis where Linda (bass) and Bill 
(piano) copied their parts verbatim from the original Roy Hargrove recording to 
specifically capture the tune’s vibe and groove; or on Bill’s tune where Noah (guitar) and 
Linda (bass) played specific chord voicings and notes with particular rhythmic hits that 
Bill wrote for them to play during the introduction and main statement of the melody.  On 
Sonny’s tune, Linda played the specific bass line Sonny had written for the introduction 
and first half of the tune rather than creating her own.  However, specific parts like these 
were the rare exceptions to the members creating at least some aspect on their own.      
Arranging the Tunes 
In addition to creating their own individual parts, the combo members arranged at 
least some aspect of every tune they performed.  Linda noted, “Being part of the decision 
making process of the combo” was important “because we decide our own arrangements; 
we all do that together.”  As they created their arrangements, the members composed or 
made decisions about introductions, endings, and interludes.  They decided who would 
play the melody versus background figures during various sections, what groove(s) and 
time feel(s) they would use, who would solo when, and what dynamic levels they wanted 
to use throughout the performance.  Linda explained: 
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Just being, like, ‘okay you’re going to do this,’ like, ‘we’ll all solo here, we’ll 
trade fours here,’ like, ‘I’ll walk.’  And, me and Gretchen do a lot of things on the 
side too, like, ‘okay we’re going to make this a walk, we’re making this a two 
feel,’ and we do that as well. 
Some of the group’s arrangements were similar to the recorded versions the members 
listened to and used as a guide, and others were more personalized and innovative.  For 
example, with All Blues the combo members chose to use Miles Davis’s original groove 
and format but they deviated from his version by having Scarlet sing the melody with 
lyrics she found online in place of the trumpet playing it.  Scarlet additionally sang the 
melody in an improvisatory way, toying with the rhythm and throwing in some of her 
own lyrics in the moment.  While Scarlet sang the melody, the horn players played the 
original background lines and the rhythm section played the original groove from Davis’s 
recording.  The personalized vocal melody mixed with the original accompaniment parts 
made the group’s arrangement uniquely their own.  For I Will Survive, the combo 
members employed several different styles and time feels including a slow rubato 
introduction, a double-time swing groove for a sax solo and some of the sung choruses, a 
bossa nova groove under the guitar solo and part of a sung verse, a Cuban salsa groove 
under the drum solo, and a really slow, 12/8, bluesy feel towards the end.  The group’s 
arrangement was influenced by a version that Postmodern Jukebox recorded where they 
similarly cycled through different jazz feels.  However, the combo’s arrangement was 
unique because they used some slightly different groove and time feels compared to 
Postmodern Jukebox and they added additional improvised solo sections, changed some 
of the instrumentation, and Roy and Sonny self-created their background figures.  
In some ways, the original tunes provided the members with even greater 
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arrangement opportunities because these tunes had never been played before and there 
were no recordings to rely on.  Gretchen commented: 
I loved it when people brought original music that they wrote, their own 
compositions.  I thought that was really cool because it gives everyone an 
opportunity to kind of be creative, to essentially create their part of what they are 
going to play because it never has been played before.  So, that was really neat 
how we had four people in our combo that wrote songs and we played them; that 
was really cool. 
The member-composers had initial ideas about how they wanted the combo to play their 
tunes, but all the members helped each of these tunes fully develop by crafting their 
individual parts and contributing arrangement ideas for the overall production.  On 
Scarlet’s tune Roy (trumpet) and Sonny (sax) created background lines that they played 
behind the vocals, the rhythm section created parts within the desired swing idiom, we 
slightly altered how the combo played the bridge section, and we added an extensive 
improvised trading and duel section for Sonny and Roy after the second chorus.  On 
Bill’s tune we collectively worked to arrange and create some alternate grooves and 
textures for the solo section to contrast the groove that Bill had specifically composed for 
the introduction and statement of the melody.  We also added an interlude between the 
solo section and melody statements and figured out how the group would end the tune.  
Linda had originally planned on her tune being a funk tune, but after playing it we re-
arranged it as a slow, bluesy, swing tune.  In doing this the rhythm section members all 
created parts for the groove and the horn players changed the way some portions of the 
melody were played rhythmically.  We also determined an intro and an ending for 
Linda’s tune.  In these sorts of ways, all the members contributed compositional aspects 
to what the tunes ultimately became. 
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Improvisation 
Improvisation was the focal point of each performance, and the primary way the 
members contributed their own personal ideas to the group’s musical output.  As Linda 
said, “When you’re improvising you’re always making decisions.” Every song the combo 
played included space for improvised solos, and the members took an equal number of 
turns soloing.  Additionally, the overall presentation of each tune was interactive and 
improvisationally spontaneous.  Scarlet noted, “There’s not one answer to jazz.  There’s 
literally not one answer, it’s like an open-ended essay.”  Sonny added:  
The combo is so fun because it’s like anything is a possibility.  We can play any 
type of music we want.  We can play Bill’s funk tune, we can play my weird 
modal thing, we can play straight ahead Goody Goody, it’s very fun; and we each 
get to contribute our little part to it and take it anywhere we want to, it’s like a 
sandbox. 
In rehearsals and performances, a tune was never played the exact same way twice 
because in addition to the improvised solos being different, some aspects of the 
accompaniment parts were also improvised and tended to be slightly unique each time as 
well.  Gretchen said, “I feel like whenever I play it’s kind of improvised, even like 
grooves.”  Similarly, Linda (bass) explained that with “walking lines I have ideas and 
patterns from listening and writing them down and stuff so that’s [creating the bass line], 
like, going to the catalogue in my brain, just picking them out and putting them on the 
page.”  The members used the variety of techniques and colors that they had on their 
instrument to create their improvised parts and interact with each other in unplanned 
ways as the melodies and solos were played.  Noah commented, “It’s way more about 
listening in the combo group and reacting to each other because it’s a lot more 
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spontaneous.”  Interacting through improvisation required the members to be constantly 
engaged in the music making process.   
 The combo members greatly appreciated having opportunities to improvise in the 
group.  Sonny shared, “The combo, it’s my favorite of all the groups I’ve even been in 
because that’s the one where you get to improvise.”  Linda added, “I love it 
[improvisation] because it’s, like, composing on the spot; so that’s really fun.”  The 
members enjoyed creating their ideas as well as interacting with the ideas of others 
through improvisation.  Scarlet said, “I love combo so much.  I love just being able to 
feel what everyone is doing in their solo and kind of close my eyes and then come back in 
and do whatever I want.”  Scarlet joined the ensemble because “I wanted to be able to 
take more liberties with melodies and with improvisation solos and not feel too restrained 
by arrangements.”  The person-centered opportunities for self-expression that the 
members experienced creating the music, both individually within the combo and 
collectively as an entire ensemble, were extremely rewarding and personally meaningful.  
Noah shared, “My favorite part has been that I feel like I’ve had a lot more opportunity to 
express myself,” which he said contributed to “the growth that I have had playing in the 
group.”  Noah added, “I feel like it’s a lot more personal with the combo group because 
in a way, like, improvisation is really a pure kind of self-expression.  It’s very personal, 
and it’s something that you created.”  For Sonny: 
There is no better musical experience than playing jazz because of the freedom 
and the ability to express that it gives you.  Improvisation is like this higher form 
of personal musical expression and that makes the music so wonderful and 
personable and intimate and human, and you know it’s just unlike anything that 
exists. 
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Chapter Summary 
In the combo, the members self-selected the tunes they played; and, though they 
followed a standardized jazz format for playing the tunes, they improvised or self-created 
most of their own ensemble parts.  Furthermore, the members actively participated in the 
music making process by improvising solos and arranging the way the group played the 
tunes.  Additionally, four of the members contributed tunes they composed themselves to 
the group’s repertoire.  For the members, choosing their own repertoire and constantly 
contributing their own improvisation, composition, and arranging ideas increased their 
level of engagement in the combo and the music making process.  Participating in this 
way was rewarding and personally meaningful.  As a result, the combo functioned as a 
person-centered learning community with the members involved as active, music-making 
citizens rather than passive tourists.   
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Chapter 5: 
Cooperative and Self-Directed Music-Making 
You have to be a cohesive group, and you have to be a team to play together. ~ Noah   
The combo was a cooperative environment where the members worked together 
all throughout the semester, along with me, to create and improve the group’s musical 
output.  Cooperation occurred as the members and I shared ideas and worked as a team.  
The ensemble was self-directed because the members did not rely on a conductor to make 
decisions and direct the music, they did those things themselves.  My role as the faculty 
coach was to facilitate the group members’ cooperative efforts and learning during the 
semester.  In rehearsals, the combo members relied heavily on peer suggestions, 
feedback, and teaching as well as my input and guidance.  They also received feedback 
from Dr. Bird and their peers in the other combos when they performed in master class.  
The cooperation that took place during the course of the semester, along with the 
members’ opportunities to self-direct the ensemble, helped the combo function as a 
person-centered learning community with the members engaged in the classroom as 
citizens instead of tourists.  I begin this chapter with a vignette that portrays our 
cooperative efforts working together on one tune during a rehearsal.  This vignette 
demonstrates how the members and I typically showed up as individuals at the start of 
rehearsals but came together as a group to create and improve the music; and it shows 
how I facilitated in these settings.  As the chapter progresses, I explain the value of the 
group’s rehearsal and performance setups in relation to cooperation.  I also describe the 
importance of each member having their own stewardship to fulfill in the group; and how 
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the members self-conducted the music.  Lastly, I explore how the group’s cooperation 
involved sharing ideas and collectively making decisions, teaching one another and 
providing feedback, and teamwork and unity.   
Vignette 
With only two practice sessions left before the final performances of the semester, 
the combo planned to use today’s rehearsal to work on the last two songs they needed to 
get ready for their shows: the jazz standard Agua de Beber by Antonio Carlos Jobim and 
Linda’s original.  As the members arrived, they did so in a manner that has almost 
become ritualistic.  Sonny briskly walked into the rehearsal room leaning to the side he 
was carrying his saxophone on, quickly found a space along the wall to set his stuff, 
assembled his instrument, and began warming up with various improvisation ideas, 
melodies, and scale and arpeggio patterns as he wandered around the room.  Roy strolled 
in, set his stuff down in the middle of the room, grabbed a chair and a music stand, pulled 
out his trumpet, played a few long notes to warm up his chops, and then sat in the chair 
relaxed and quiet until everyone was ready to begin.  Bill walked straight to the piano, 
stared at it for a moment, and then positioned it relative to the rest of the combo’s setup, 
opened the lid, sat down, and pounded out a combination of his classical repertoire pieces 
interspersed with jazz comping and improvisation ideas.  Bill’s fingers knew only two 
speeds during warm ups, fast and faster.  Gretchen opened the drum closet at the back of 
the room, moved all the set pieces she needed into place, and then sat down and cycled 
through a variety of grooves.  Noah and Linda snatched the amplifiers from a storage 
closet at the side of the room and set them up between the piano and drums.  Then, Noah 
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grabbed his guitar, a chair, and a stand, plugged into the amp and noodled around with 
some melodies and improvised solo ideas.  Linda set up a music stand, positioned her 
upright bass in place, adjusted the end pin so that the height suited her, plugged into the 
amp, and then improvised bass lines and solo ideas.  The combo members and I often 
joked with Linda about playing the bass like a guitar when she held it sideways to adjust 
the end pin.  Scarlet bounced in as usual with a big smile, plugged the microphone into 
the system, made sure it was ready to go, and then sat down and told those of us near her 
about an embarrassing experience she had that morning at work.  We laughed along with 
her.  The warm ups on this day created a collage of unrelated sounds as everyone did 
their own thing.  Occasionally the group jammed all together to warm up, but not usually.  
Members stopped playing here and there to visit with each other about their weekends 
and day thus far, but mostly everyone spent a few minutes in their own world.   
Noticing the time, and seeing that everyone seemed ready to begin, I said “okay” 
as an indication that we should get started.  Everyone stopped doing their own thing and 
turned to face each other.  We were set up in our usual oval formation so that everyone in 
the group could easily see one another.  I made a few announcements and we took care of 
some technical things related to moving the equipment for Friday’s show.  Then, I asked 
the combo which tune they wanted to work on first.  They opted for Agua de Beber.  
Before working on it, the combo visited for a few moments, mostly joking about the way 
that Scarlet pronounced the word gala versus the rest of us because some of the combo 
members were going to be playing for one after the recital on Friday.  After a couple 
minutes of laughing and talking, we redirected our attention to working on Agua de 
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Beber.  I updated the group on the new format that we were going to try with this tune 
based on a suggestion Gretchen had made when she brought the tune in for the group to 
play.  She wanted to try inserting a swing part during the bossa nova.  We had tried some 
different places in a previous rehearsal but none of them had really worked to the group’s 
liking.  Most of the members would have been fine forgetting the swing idea, but I 
thought we should give it a shot again since Gretchen had suggested the group do it as 
part of the arrangement and this was a tune that she had chosen for the group to play.     
Just before playing the tune, we took a moment to decide who was going to take 
solos on this and Linda’s tune.  I asked Sonny and Roy which tune they preferred soloing 
on.  Sonny chose Agua de Beber and Roy chose Linda’s tune.  I then asked Gretchen if 
she wanted to solo on Agua de Beber since she had brought it in and she responded that 
she did.  I then asked her if she would rather be accompanied by the rhythm section or 
play an unaccompanied solo.  I sang a little of a potential rhythm section accompaniment 
as an example.  Gretchen chose to be accompanied.  I said okay and then asked Linda if 
she would rather have Noah or Bill solo on her tune.  She indicated that she thought Bill 
should.  Bill and Noah agreed; they thought Bill should do Linda’s and Noah should do 
Agua de Beber.  From this short question and answer session, the solos were chosen.  
Then, I suggested a potential solo order for the two tunes and the members nodded their 
heads in agreement.   
Everyone seemed ready at that point and I said “okay let’s try it,” then suggested 
that they should take it faster than they played it last time.  I sang and snapped my fingers 
to demonstrate a potential tempo.  Members made a few joking comments about playing 
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the tune too slow; then, Gretchen counted the combo off and they started the tune.  There 
were some issues with the combo’s attempt at the song and they stopped part way 
through.  The combo discussed issues they were having getting the groove and song 
happening, and attempted to resolve those issues.  During their discussion, we discovered 
that some of the members were misunderstanding the tune’s formal structure which had 
caused a lot of confusion and clashes in what individuals were playing.  I helped by 
explaining the tune’s format to clear up the confusion.  Another issue the group talked 
about was some rhythmic clashing that was happening between the way Noah and Bill 
were playing the chords.  To help resolve this, I offered to demonstrate a more 
stylistically authentic comping rhythm that Noah could play, and suggested that Bill 
simultaneously play more complementary, pad-like or sustained chords instead of being 
rhythmically complex.  Noah and I switched places in our rehearsal circle and I used his 
guitar to demonstrate the rhythm and strumming.  Then, I played the rhythm in context 
with the combo.  Noah recorded part of my demonstration to use as a reference when he 
worked on mastering the strumming pattern later at home.   
Noah and I switched back, and the combo tried playing the tune again from the 
top.  This time it went better, although it was not yet as solid as we wanted.  They made it 
most of the way through, but stopped before finishing and again mentioned issues they 
were having and discussed potential solutions.  I also offered some suggestions and gave 
the members feedback on their individual playing.  Roy (trumpet) and Sonny (sax) took a 
moment and worked together on fixing a piece of the melody that was giving them 
trouble.  At the same time, Noah worked on getting the rhythm I had shown him under 
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his fingers.  Bill tried some things on the piano.  Scarlet worked out a few vocal things.  
Essentially, the combo took a few moments to individually fix personal issues; then they 
talked and joked for a few minutes before playing the tune again.  This time they 
successfully made it all the way through.  Their playing of the tune was not yet at the 
level they desired, but it was greatly improved.  We discussed the tune a little more as a 
group and then moved on to Linda’s tune.  Everyone in the group knew what they needed 
to work on between now and Wednesday for it to go better the next time they played it.   
Rehearsal and Performance Setups 
The combo rehearsed in a slightly oval-shaped circle with everyone facing 
inwards (see Figure 4).  This made cooperating as a team easier because we could all see 
and hear each other and no hierarchies were inferred by seating positions.  We were all 
equal participants in the community, including myself as their coach.  For most 
rehearsals, the clockwise order of the circle went: Bill (piano), Noah (guitar), Linda 
(bass), Gretchen (drums), Scarlet (voice), myself (faculty coach), Roy (trumpet), and 
Sonny (sax).     
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.  Diagram of the combo’s rehearsal circle setup. 
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The combo set up was similar for performances, except Roy, Sonny, and Scarlet turned 
around and faced the audience instead of the rhythm section and I sat in the audience.  In 
the performance setup, Roy, Sonny, and Scarlet could easily make eye contact with one 
another on the frontline and Bill, Noah, Linda, and Gretchen could see each other in the 
rhythm section; but when those on the frontline needed to make eye contact with those in 
the rhythm section (or vice versa) they had to turn and glance backwards or step to the 
side of the combo and angle themselves more towards the rhythm section, which they did 
as needed.  When the rhythm section members took solos, the frontline stepped to the 
side so that the person(s) soloing were spotlighted and easily seen by the audience.  
Sometimes during the rehearsals right before a show, the combo practiced playing tunes 
in the performance setup to get comfortable playing together without facing each other 
the entire time.  In these instances, I positioned myself where the hypothetical audience 
would be.  The combo’s setup for rehearsals and performances enhanced the members’ 
collective ability to cooperate and function as both a self-directed unit and a person-
centered learning community.   
Stewardship 
Personal stewardships in the combo helped the group function cooperatively.  As 
Gretchen said, “Everyone has a different role in the combo; everyone has a different, as 
you could say, piece of the puzzle that you need to put it all together to complete the 
puzzle.”  Linda agreed, “Fitting into a jazz group is really cool because there’s only one 
bass player, there’s only one drummer, so when you’re all creating on the spot it’s super 
cool, it’s just like all the puzzle pieces come together.”  Because each member had their 
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own set of responsibilities, they had to actively participate and contribute.  One person 
could not take over and create the ensemble’s music alone, nor could two or three.  
Subsequently, there was no room for slacking off or leaving any members out.  To be 
successful as a combo, the members had to cooperate and equal efforts were needed from 
everyone for them to do so.  Roy commented, “In the combo, even though you’re a 
group, you’re all pulling your own weight and trying to add what you can.”  When the 
members all contributed their part and fulfilled their role as best they could, the 
ensemble’s musical output excelled and the group succeeded as a cooperative unit.  
Learning to effectively contribute was a process, but as the semester progressed the 
members got better at fulfilling their personal roles within the group.  As Sonny said, 
“We congealed, sort of like settled into our respective rolls or stewardships and were able 
to collaborate.”  As the group’s cooperation improved their musical output also 
improved.    
Conducting 
The combo was a self-directed group because there was not a conductor that led 
the music and took charge of artistic decisions.  Instead, the combo members managed 
those tasks.  During the performances, the members introduced the combo and the tune’s 
that they performed.  In rehearsals and performances the members worked cooperatively 
to play the music and they collectively made their own decisions about musical elements 
like textures and colors, phrasing, tuning, balancing, dynamics, tempos, and groove or 
time feel changes.  Sonny noted, “We’re each a conductor in the sense that we can all 
submit ideas to the greater whole and they can be accepted or not depending on how they 
 114     
 
sound; and we sort of get to choose how we want to play collectively.”  The members 
also directed the music as they were playing by cueing each other on entrances, cutoffs, 
and section changes through eye contact, hand signals, and motions with their 
instruments.  Gretchen said, “A lot of times the person who’s playing the melody is the 
one kind of directing cut offs and driving it.”  When needed, the members used count-
offs to start tunes.  Furthermore, a great deal of the member’s conducting actually 
happened in their playing.  For example, Gretchen usually directed tempo and groove 
changes by playing a drum fill.  On Scarlet’s tune, there was a big tempo change towards 
the end that Gretchen (drums) conducted by playing a string of retarding triplets which 
prepared the combo to come in at the new tempo.  When members improvised solos they 
led the group dynamically, texturally, emotionally, rhythmically, and melodically; while 
those playing accompaniment or background parts based how and what they played on 
how and what the soloist was playing.  Noah said, “The soloist is the conductor and you 
are trying to listen to them and see what they do and react to them.”   
 Even though the group was self-directed, I was still there as the instructor.  
During the semester, I helped the members learn and improve their music playing as a 
coach rather than a conductor; my goal was for them to be autonomous.  Gretchen said, 
“The coach is there to help guide them [the combo], you know, to keep them on the right 
path.”  Linda added, “Instead of being directors they are just guides,” which is “a lot 
more helpful because, it’s like, they are there when we need them, they can give us 
helpful information, especially with how it's supposed to sound because they have a lot 
more jazz experience” yet “we're also there as musicians to work together.”  I never stood 
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in front and directed the band like a conductor, but I did help the members rehearse and 
work on the music; and I helped them learn to direct the music themselves. 
Sharing Ideas and Collectively Making Decisions 
Sharing ideas and collectively making decisions was an important aspect of the 
cooperation that happened in the combo.  As Sonny stated, “Everyone is contributing 
their own voice, it’s [the music’s] not something written out it’s what we have decided it 
should be, and so you have to work together with your own voices in a democratic way 
for the good of the whole.”  Sharing ideas and collectively making decisions in the 
combo involved three parts: individually making suggestions, listening to and hearing the 
suggestions and ideas of others, and choosing the best options from the suggestions that 
were made.  The more the members contributed ideas and suggestions the more 
collaborative the combo became.  Likewise, the more the members listened to one 
another’s ideas in addition to making suggestions, and collectively made decisions, the 
more the combo functioned as a cooperative and person-centered ensemble. 
Contributing Ideas 
All throughout the semester, the members contributed ideas for ways to arrange 
and play the music, solve problems, and make improvements.  Sonny explained: 
In jazz combo you and your cohorts have to decide collectively what you want it 
to sound like, and so you have to make it happen.  You have to decide ‘okay, 
we’re going to trade or we’re going to do an intro.’  Those are things you have to 
put forth yourself, and so it requires more effort in that way than in other groups. 
Making suggestions and sharing opinions did not come naturally to most of the members 
of this combo, so learning to collaborate in this way was a process.  At the beginning of 
the semester the combo members struggled to share their ideas; and during week seven, 
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Gretchen recommended that the combo members could improve in this way.  She said: 
I think that we can be a little bit more open with our ideas, like, song ideas, form 
ideas.  I feel like we could contribute a little bit more—everyone can, me 
included—we can contribute more ideas, fun songs that we could play or different 
variations, just be more open in ideas. 
Similarly, Bill said, “Figuring out what we’re going to do, like, what tunes we were going 
to do and discussing things, that’s always been a challenge for us.”  Although, he also 
noted that “we came up with some good ideas even though it took us a while.”   
To help with how timid and uncertain the members were, especially at first, I 
often went around the rehearsal circle and invited each member to individually express 
their observations, ideas, and suggestions.  When the members were perplexed on how to 
fix an issue or how to arrange a tune I sometimes offered possibilities to choose from.  I 
also facilitated discussions by asking questions.  For example, instead of choosing the 
repertoire or telling the combo what to play I asked them what tunes they would like to 
play; or instead of just telling them what to do to arrange a tune or to fix an issue within 
the music I asked them questions that guided them through these processes.  Asking 
questions and inviting each member to share their thoughts helped get the members in a 
more confident mode for sharing comments and contributing ideas.  Additionally, 
through asking questions I could easily draw the members’ attention towards issues they 
needed to fix without telling them what to do or removing them from the arranging and 
problem-solving processes.  According to Sonny, I helped by “taking the ideas of the 
combo and specifying them and then handing them back to us.”  The members 
appreciated me sharing my own ideas and helping to facilitate their collaboration.  
Gretchen said, “You helped us get ideas flowing and put, like, new twists onto songs; or 
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even when Scarlet was like ‘I want to play I Will Survive,’ like, you were able to help us 
kind of roadmap it.”  Roy added that sometimes “you have a suggestion that we hadn’t 
thought of that is just way better.”   
As the semester progressed, the combo members got more confident and assertive 
in sharing their ideas, which improved the collaboration that happened.  Gretchen said 
that she became “more willing to voice my opinion about something, like, a song” and 
“I’m more vocal in my opinions of, like, ‘hey let’s try this,’ like, ‘let’s do it this way.  I 
try to steer more towards the direction of actually thinking of what I think would be the 
best decision and then voicing that.”  Similarly, Linda also became more confident during 
the semester as she realized the value of her contributions.  Linda said: 
My role in the group, not only as a musician but as a person, like, my ideas and 
my thoughts, take weight and they can contribute as much as other people’s.  
Like, I do have some cool ideas sometimes, sometimes maybe not so good, but if 
I don’t share my ideas then that doesn’t help the group at all.  So, I think in that 
one way I have grown more.  I wouldn’t call myself a quiet person, but in class I 
don’t really speak out, so jazz combos, this semester especially, has given me 
more of a chance to be more expressive in my playing and in my ideas. 
The more the members were willing to speak out and share their ideas, the better the 
group was able to collaborate, and subsequently the more creative their musical output 
became because they had more ideas to choose from.  Gretchen said, “You really gain 
new ideas through other people” and “that’s why I love working with other people in a 
combo setting.” 
Listening to Others 
In addition to making suggestions, collaboration in the combo only occurred when 
the members listened to and actually considered each other’s ideas.  Roy found that 
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“Being open [to other member’s input] but also being ready to throw in your own ideas” 
was important in the combo.  Gretchen stated, “Everyone has something to add to the 
table and you should be patient and listen to what they have to say because you never 
know what will come out of it.”  She explained: 
I learned that other people have really good ideas and it’s important to listen to 
everyone’s ideas because everyone comes from a different background and has a 
different point of view.  If you just say ‘it’s my way or the highway’ then you’re 
only getting your narrow perspective, but when you listen to the other people in 
the group and you take into account their advice or their perspective, it really 
generates more unity and I think it’s able to open your eyes a little bit more to 
other possibilities.  That’s a big thing that I’ve learned with working with my 
peers and other people. 
Roy similarly discovered that implementing other’s ideas improved the music.  He said: 
It’s really made me open to understanding what other people are thinking and 
wanting to say and realizing my way isn’t always right.  In fact it usually 
isn’t.  Like, if I listen to what everyone else is doing I am probably going to find 
something I like more. 
The members of the combo were usually respectful of one another, and willing to listen 
to and consider each other’s suggestions.  This helped their collaboration.  Sonny noted 
that in the jazz combo “you realize the value of collaboration and knowing to ask other 
people’s opinions: ‘what do you think about this,’ or ‘what if we did this,’ you know, 
being open to suggestion and open to suggest as well.”  When the members all 
contributed ideas that were heard and considered, the combo was able to make better, 
more creative music.      
Making Decisions 
For collaboration to work in the combo the members had to decide between the 
suggestions.  Providing ideas and listening to others was not enough, choices had to be 
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made.  Scarlet commented, “You’re not going to have any time to rehearse if everyone’s 
just, like, ‘well you’re right let’s do this,’ ‘no you’re right let’s do this.’”  She said, “You 
have to have that type of personality in there that’s like this is the reason why this is 
good, like, not just choose something but actually have a reason for choosing it.”  
Although, she also noted that “if both of the reasons are good” the members had “to just 
choose one.”  Making great decisions was a process wherein, according to Sonny, “You 
have to weigh the pros and cons of different things. You have to be able to assess what 
sounds better than another thing.”  The combo often tried different ideas and then 
determined which one they liked best.  Sonny shared:   
For example, Bill’s tune, we decided it would sound better if we played spacey at 
the beginning of Roy’s solo and it did rather than just, you know, chunkalunka it 
on with the groove.  And, and to provide contrast we had to decide ‘oh, it would 
sound better or cool if we reversed the order of the entrances of the intro for the 
outro to have some variation.’  So, you have to choose to do those things, they 
don’t just happen; and you have to know that they sound better.  
Collectively weighing in on the decisions helped the group make the best choices.  
However, at times throughout the semester, the combo members struggled to jointly 
make decisions about tune arrangements and forms, or there was not enough time for 
them to figure out what they thought was best.  I regularly stepped in in these moments 
and assisted the members with determining what they were going to do, which, in many 
cases, helped the members learn to make better choices.  Scarlet said that my “helping 
make decisions in general about set lists and what would be successful in a gig situation” 
was really useful to the group because the members “don’t play a lot of gigs so they don’t 
know, like, ‘maybe this is a ballad too many,’ you know, ‘people are getting bored.’”  
She further explained, “It’s really helpful for decision making about form and what 
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sounds good because we’re all, like, playing and we don’t know what an observer is 
thinking and so it’s really important for knowing that.”  Noah agreed, “As a faculty 
member you’re more experienced and you’ve done more so you are able to relay ideas 
and help put together, like, a good structure of a tune or a good structure of a 
performance. That’s important.”  As the combo coach, I was an equal member of the 
learning community, so participating in these ways was appropriate, expected, and 
beneficial. 
Teaching and Feedback 
Teaching and feedback were part of the cooperative and self-directed combo 
experience.  Throughout the semester, the members actively helped each other learn by 
explaining concepts and approaches for playing the music and by giving each other 
feedback on their playing to help them improve.  For example, Gretchen showed Sonny 
and Roy how to play their auxiliary percussion parts on I Will Survive; and Sonny 
explained and demonstrated for Bill how to play quartal harmony voicings on the piano 
for his tune.  Sonny regularly helped Roy know how to approach playing melodies and 
background lines for various tunes, and how to function as a horn player in the combo 
setting.  Roy explained: 
Sonny, as far as me individually, he’s probably been the biggest contributor just 
because he’s doing what I’m trying to do.  He’s kind of taken on a guiding and 
leading role with me.  Since we’re both on horn, it’s awesome.  He’s, like, right 
there as the example, you know, and I mostly look to him to kind of lead me 
through stuff, like, doing stuff on backgrounds, and where to come in, and how to 
shape things where I just have no idea what to do.  Sonny has shown me a lot of 
what the horn’s role is in a combo because he knows where and when and how a 
horn plays.  It’s been really nice. 
Gretchen was impressed by Sonny’s tutoring of Roy in the combo.  She said, “One thing 
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that I thought was really cool was watching Sonny mentor Roy; that was a really neat 
experience.”  According to Gretchen, “Sonny has a really natural ability to teach.  I really 
admired his way of mentoring, or how he gives feedback to all of us, and he’s just, like, 
oh, ‘maybe you should try this.’”   
In addition to verbal explanations, feedback, and demonstrations the members 
learned from observing each other’s examples.  Whenever a student did not know what 
was going to happen next in the music, or what they should do in a particular situation, 
they followed the lead of their fellow combo members.  They also picked up on various 
improvisation and playing approaches from observing each other.  Gretchen said, “You 
learn a lot from other people that you play with.  You can get insights on how they 
improvise, and you can learn from them and incorporate that into your improvising.”  She 
added, “Other people’s ideas helped influence my improvisation and helped me grow as 
an improviser.”  Similarly, Roy shared, “Watching Sonny and Linda, like, as I watch 
what they’re doing I can try and figure how they’re doing lines;” and “as Linda and 
Gretchen are playing together, how they’re, like, having a conversation with each other.  I 
think that is so cool; I want to get better at that.”  Noah concurred: 
I got a lot of ideas from our saxophone player Sonny.  He’s just really good.  He 
has, like, really good improvisation, and a really good sound, and his note choices 
in his lines are all super good, and I feel like the more that I kind of listen to him 
or watch him, the more I will want to play that way too. 
Linda likewise discovered composition and improvisation ideas, along with ways for 
“using different textures and elements or styles,” from the other members of the combo:  
As an improviser, and even as a composer, listening to the things other people 
wrote, it was like ‘oh, those are really great ideas,’ like, I could use that or take, 
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like, ideas from that for my own creativity purposes whether in soloing or in 
writing. It’s given me a lot of ideas.   
In addition to the members teaching each other, I contributed feedback and 
explanations to help guide the participants in their music making and learning.  
According to Bill, the role of the faculty coach is “to give feedback, to kind of listen to 
the group and see what improvements could be made with their playing.”  Noah 
concurred that the faculty coach should “give another set of ears and help critique the 
obvious stuff” as well as “help recognize the underlying components of a group that 
could be improved that aren’t necessarily the immediate things, like, ‘oh you’re not 
playing this rhythm correctly.’”  Gretchen agreed that it was really helpful to “have 
someone that is not playing in the group so they can better critique it.”  The members 
found my feedback and suggestions useful.  Linda said, “A lot of the advice you've given 
me over this semester has helped with time and my lines and listening, it’s been ear 
opening.”  Gretchen noted, “You telling me to ‘play louder, play louder, come on you got 
to get into it,’ like, ‘dig in, get it,’ that really helped me kind of get over my rut that I was 
in.”  Noah shared, “Getting my swing notes more connected, comping, all the specific 
stuff that you have done for me, or, like, giving information, have all helped us in those 
little things that we do wrong or differently.”  Roy said, “You pointed out to me my 
eighth notes didn’t swing, so catching things like that, which I had no idea was going on, 
helped, like, super dramatically.”  According to Scarlet, my “experience as a professional 
musician in general was helpful” to the group.  She appreciated me “pushing us to 
include elements of songs that will be different” and “pinpointing what each of us should 
be doing differently, just like, ‘it’s good but it would be so much better if you would 
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just,’ ‘this is how you do it,’ you know; that was helpful.”  Bill similarly valued me 
“pointing out different things you hear in our playing and just letting us know about 
them, that’s good.” 
 Besides learning from each other and myself in the combo, the members received 
feedback and explanations from Dr. Bird, their peers in the other jazz combos, and the 
audiences they performed for.  When they performed in master class Dr. Bird and 
students from the other combos gave them useful feedback.  For example, peer 
suggestions at master class helped the members realize that they had issues with the 
chord progression on Strasbourg St. Denis, and that they needed to implement more 
communication, interaction, and color or texture changes during the solo section.  
Additionally, their peers in the other combos set examples to learn from, both positive 
and negative.  Sometimes those examples helped the members of this combo determine 
goals they wanted to push for in their own playing.  All of the audiences that the group 
performed for provided feedback through claps, cheers, and comments.  The members 
appreciated the feedback they received during and after their performances.  Roy 
commented, “People came up afterward and were telling us how awesome we were and 
that was super cool.”  He also said, “I could feel the energy we had in the crowd and as 
we were feeding it to them it was coming back, that was super fun.”  Feedback from the 
audiences helped the combo partly assess their musical output as they often considered 
the audience in their preparations. 
 In the ensemble, the members learned through teaching and giving feedback to 
others as much as personally receiving feedback and explanations.  As a result, everyone 
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was personally edified by participating in the combo as both a learner and a teacher.  
Interacting in these ways helped the members participate in the combo as citizens instead 
of tourists; it also helped the group function as a self-directed, cooperative, and person-
centered ensemble and learning community. 
Teamwork and Unity 
 Cooperation in the combo involved teamwork and unity.  As Bill said, “Jazz is a 
lot about listening and teamwork.”  Scarlet noted, “If anything you learn how to work in a 
team in a group setting.”  For the music to sound good, the members had to coordinate 
their efforts and mesh together.  Sonny said, “It’s a team effort and we are all in it 
together for the good of the whole.  We want to sound good collectively so we have to 
cooperate and listen to each other.”  Noah agreed, “You have to be a cohesive group, and 
you have to be a team to play together.”  Individual musicianship was important in the 
overall sound of the group, but not as important as how well the group worked together 
as a team.  Sonny explained, “You have to be good individually, but it doesn’t matter as 
much as being able to play together, which is difficult.  So, we can be different levels of 
good in a combo, but as long as we’re cooperative then we can sound great.”  Noah 
concurred, “You can have a group where you have a couple of really good players, but if 
they are not a team then it’s not going to sound good.”       
Part of the team effort involved taking turns playing primary materials, like the 
melody or an improvised solo, versus secondary materials, like background figures or 
parts of the groove.  Sometimes, to better serve a portion of an arrangement, the members 
needed to rest or lay out for a time.  When the members played the secondary materials, 
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they needed to do so in supportive ways that helped the primary materials shine rather 
than diverting attention towards themselves.  Linda said, “Just remember [in a combo] 
you’re part of a team and it creates an awkward dynamic when there’s one person that’s 
really, not power hungry but, like, a more musical word for that.”  Throughout the 
semester, the members demonstrated a cooperative attitude as they shared the spotlight 
and playing opportunities.  As Bill said, “Taking turns and knowing when it’s your time 
to play a lot or not, and working together for what’s in the best interest of the 
performance” helped the group function as a team.  Noah agreed that the members 
needed a mindset like, “I don’t need to comp every time on the piano so I’ll give that a 
break so that this other person can serve the song.  We all have to have that kind of 
understanding together to play together right and to play together well.”  The more the 
members found ways to individually be part of a problem’s solution the more the group 
was cooperative and unified. 
In addition to taking turns and being mindful of how they were supporting each 
other, the members had to play or contribute their respective parts in a way that locked in 
with what everyone else in the group was doing to achieve unity in the music.  Dr. Bird 
offered: 
The rhythm section has got to start functioning as a rhythm section, and you got to 
have bass and drums locking in, the piano learning how to play his comping 
rhythms in a swing way, and with strength.  Then, of course, getting the horns 
functioning as a section as well, the front line working together the way they 
should.  
As they worked to lock in and unify the combo’s sound, the members had to pay 
attention to musical elements like volume and balance, phrasing, articulation, and style, 
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textures and colors, tuning, and note or chord voicing choices.  When a member 
improvised a background line they had to make sure that it did not conflict with or 
overshadow the melody.  They also had to make sure that it fit within the chord structures 
that the rhythm section played.  The melodies and countermelodies needed to groove with 
the rhythm section, and the rhythm section needed to lock in as a unit so that they were 
all playing their parts at the same tempo with the same rhythmic time feel and drive.  The 
bass lines and chords needed to mesh and the rhythm section needed to be balanced in 
volume and energy level with one another and with the front line so that they supported 
rather than overshadowed each other and those playing the melodies and 
countermelodies.  Bill explained that for a unified sound the members needed to “listen to 
what other people are doing and make sure you’re in tune with that.”   
One of the first main breakthroughs that helped this group become more unified 
during the semester was when Linda (bass) and Gretchen (drums) really started aligning 
the way they played the grooves together.  Sonny commented, “I think the number one 
thing that really, like, got us to start sounding good is when Linda and Gretchen started to 
play together, and when Gretchen started to play out.”  Then, the music unified even 
more when Bill (piano) and Noah (guitar) likewise matched the rhythmic energy, time 
feel, and grooves that Linda and Gretchen were creating.  Gretchen noted: 
Now, as a rhythm section especially, like, with piano and guitar, Noah and Bill, 
and then Linda and I, I feel like we’re starting to all kind of mesh; because for a 
little bit of time I felt like it was just Linda and I that were together and meshing 
but now, I feel like we are a lot more together and unified as a rhythm section. 
For Bill, the more competent and confident he got at comping chords the easier it was for 
him to lock in and play with the rest of the combo:    
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Playing really tight was a challenge for me and playing with this combo has been 
helpful in, like, playing tight.  Before I didn’t feel like I was that stable comping 
and all that and it was hard to, like, play on the right kind of beats and now I’ve 
gotten better at comping and being in the pocket.  
Another thing that helped the rhythm section was Noah and Bill figuring out how to 
comp together in complementary ways when doing so was appropriate, and trading off on 
comping the rest of the time.  Roy noted, “As far as comping goes, sometimes between 
the piano and the guitar it would be kind of chaotic, but now Noah and Bill seem to know 
pretty well how to communicate and sort that out.”  Bill agreed that he and Noah got 
better at working together in the comping.  He said, “I think we’ve gotten better at 
playing together.  Working together with, like, comping, me and Noah figuring that out, 
and like, me playing sustained sometimes and letting him be active and kind of switching 
back and forth.”  Similarly, it helped when the members on the frontline figured out how 
to add countermelodies and background lines that complemented rather than cluttered the 
melodic presentation.     
Recognizing and fixing discrepancies in their playing approaches helped the 
members unify their sound and function as a team.  As Bill commented, the combo 
needed to be “Working on deficiencies, being able to recognize, like, okay this could be 
better and this could be better and then addressing those things so the group can see 
growth.”  Learning to first recognize and then fix problems interfering with the group’s 
unity took constant effort.  For at least some of the members, there was a hierarchal 
process they went through to make sure they were locking in with what the other 
members were doing.  As the bassist, Linda indicated that first, “I have to lock in with 
Gretchen [drums].  Like, we have to be in driving the same car.”  Gretchen agreed that 
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she prioritized listening to and locking in with Linda (bass) first as well.  She said, “I 
probably try to listen to the bass the most because I know that if we’re locked in then 
that’ll make the groove be solid; and then that provides the foundation for the horns and 
everyone else to build off of.”  After the drums and bass parts are unified, Linda (bass) 
suggested that for her, “The next level would be Noah [guitar] and Bill [piano], like, 
locking in with their comping, what they're doing rhythmically and harmonically.”  
Gretchen (drums) agreed, “Once I feel like I’m solid with the groove on the bass, then I 
start to listen to the comping a little bit more;” I “pay more attention to how the guitar or 
piano are comping and then try to match that with my left hand” rather than just doing 
“random hits.”  She noted, “If I can match what the guitar and piano are doing with 
comping then I feel like that also helps build unity within the group.”  In addition to 
listening to the chords and rhythms they were playing, Linda (bass) paid attention to the 
register and timbres Noah (guitar) and Bill (piano) were using because “I don't want to 
step on their toes either.”  She said, “Register-wise I’m trying to keep in mind what 
they’re doing, especially with Bill because he has the whole keyboard and Noah because 
our timbres are probably the most similar in that group;” and even “when Sonny (sax) 
plays lower, because he can actually get pretty low, I try to stay either up in a higher 
register or extra low in my register.”  After locking in with the rhythm section, Gretchen 
said, “I need to be aware of what the soloist is doing.”  To lock in with the soloist, 
Gretchen asked herself questions like “‘Are they doing long notes?’  ‘What’s their 
dynamic level?’  ‘How are they starting?’  ‘What type of feel are they going for?’”  Then, 
using her answers she said, “I need to try to match for that” and “I need to also be aware 
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when they are starting to grow and when they’re playing more complex lines and 
everything so I can also keep building that with them.”  In sum, Gretchen reiterated that 
her process is as follows: 
‘Am I locked in with the bass?  Good.’  Then, I expand a little bit further, like, 
‘okay am I locked in with the rhythm section?’  If that’s good then it’s like, ‘okay, 
what are the horns and vocals doing, am I locked in with them and am I trying to 
complement what they’re doing?’  That’s my stage of circles. 
Even though the members sought and worked for a unified sound as an ensemble, 
there were times when they fell apart as they played because one or more members got 
lost in a tune’s form or got off from where the other members were in the form.  As Linda 
said, “We definitely had some crashing moments” during the group’s end of semester 
recital.  She explained, “Like, on Equinox we were not together at all and I was, like, I 
don’t know how to put this back, like, I’ll lock in with Gretchen or Noah or something 
but there’s no way we’re going to end up all together.”  In these disconcerting moments, 
the members had to find their way back together as they continued to play; they could not 
just stop and start over when they were performing.  Bill said, “If you get off or if 
something goes wrong you just have to try to make the best of it and work out a solution 
and, you know, have that good amount of communication with your group so that you 
can do those kind of things.”  Because the members worked as a team in these instances, 
they were able to keep going and make the best of the moment.  Roy shared, “When stuff 
like that happens I’m not really phased because I know we’re just going to jump in and 
keep going after that and, like, it’s not going to go south just cause we all know how to 
make it not go south.”  He added, “I don’t worry quite as much about accidently throwing 
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us off ‘cause everyone jumps in and helps me get back on track and I’ll do it for them 
too.”   
Despite occasional musical issues that occurred in rehearsals and performance, 
the group members improved at cooperating with each other as the semester progressed 
and they continually became more unified as an ensemble.  Roy noted, “As we’ve gotten 
better, I think we’ve gotten better at keeping our ideas unified.”  Sonny suggested that 
this improvement happened, at least in part, because of “a familiarity with the music that 
we were playing.  We ended up playing a lot of the same things over and over again, 
which is really helpful to be able to lock it in, experience a familiarity with that and with 
each other.”  Because making music in the combo required cooperation and teamwork, 
the members became better at cooperating and working as a team all throughout the 
semester.  Scarlet shared, “I’ve learned how to be a better team worker in general;” and 
Bill said, “We’ve gotten better at playing together.”  Improvement happened on both an 
individual and collective level because as the performance level of individual members 
improved, the performance level of the entire combo improved.  The longer the group 
played together, and the more they rehearsed and performed together the more they 
figured out how to play cooperatively.   
Chapter Summary 
All throughout the semester, the combo members worked together and the group 
functioned as a self-directed and cooperative ensemble.  The combo was self-directed 
because the members conducted the music and personally took on responsibilities 
typically assumed by a director.  They taught each other through their examples and 
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explanations, and they gave each other feedback in addition to the feedback and 
explanations I provided in my coaching capacity, as well as the feedback and 
explanations they received from Dr. Bird, their peers in other combos, and the audiences 
they performed for.  Rehearsing in a circle suggested equality amongst the members, 
made group discussions and rehearsing more practical, and helped facilitate cooperation 
amongst the members.  Collaborating by sharing ideas, considering each other’s ideas, 
and collectively making decisions was a major part of the cooperation that took place in 
the combo.  Teamwork, and the collective efforts of the members to pursue unity in the 
way they played the music, was likewise a part of the cooperation that took place in the 
combo.  Because each member had their own set of responsibilities in the group they had 
to actively participate in the ensemble, this aspect naturally helped the group work 
cooperatively.  All the members were needed, none could carry the load alone and no one 
could be left out.   Throughout the semester, the members improved in their abilities to 
work cooperatively and create unified music.  Because the combo was self-directed and 
cooperative the members had to engage in the classroom as active citizens instead of 
passive tourists, and the group functioned as a person-centered learning community. 
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Chapter 6: 
Communication in the Combo 
It’s really cool to communicate without talking, just by doing it through the music.  
It’s sweet! ~ Roy 
Communication played an important role in the members’ learning, and the 
combo’s ability to create music, cooperate, and function as a person-centered learning 
community.  There were six types of communication that occurred during the semester: 
(a) musical; (b) verbal; (c) nonverbal; (d) written; (e) demonstration; and (f) emotional.  
Oftentimes, more than one of these types occurred simultaneously.  For the members, 
hearing and listening were essential aspects of effective verbal, musical, and emotional 
communication.  Establishing eye contact was necessary for nonverbal communication, 
and it helped the members focus during other types of communication.  An increased 
command of concepts was sometimes linked with a greater ability to explain ideas in a 
comprehensible way.  Sonny observed, “Being able to convey ideas about how we want a 
song to sound or what sort of arrangement we want to do, that’s important.”  As the 
semester progressed, the members improved in their ability to communicate—their 
ability to express themselves individually and collectively—as well as their ability to 
hear, observe, and understand each other.  Becoming more fully-functioning persons and 
musicians in the combo involved gaining the ability to communicate more effectively 
with others.  I begin this chapter with a vignette portraying the group’s verbal, nonverbal, 
and musical communications that happened during the performance of Sonny’s original 
tune at their end of semester recital.   As the chapter progresses, I explain in greater detail 
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the group’s verbal, nonverbal, and musical communications and their related learning.   
Vignette 
The crowd erupted with cheers and claps as Sonny stepped up to the microphone 
to introduce his tune.  He shared with the audience that, in writing the tune, he was 
inspired by the majestic and mind boggling experience he and his wife had while visiting 
a rain forest on their honeymoon.  Sonny briefly described what it looked like and how 
that related to his tune.  The audience whistled and cheered as he concluded his 
explanation and stepped back into his playing position on the stage.  Once the combo 
members were ready to start, Sonny glanced at Linda, nonverbally telling her to go ahead 
and begin.  As the audience’s clapping died down, Linda plucked the strings while 
fingering the bass line that Sonny had written as a thematic foundation for the tune’s 
groove: gohn gohn gadudayyyyyy . . . gohn gohn gadudayyyyyy.  Gretchen came in next 
on the drums, initially playing complementary cymbal fills and then settling into a regular 
beat.  Bill joined the duo a few bars later, adding some long and sustained chords on the 
piano.  Finally, the remaining members of the combo, Noah (guitar), Sonny (tenor 
saxophone), Roy (trumpet), and Scarlet (voice), came in with the melody, skating on top 
of the rhythmic groove and harmonic pad that Linda (bass), Gretchen (drums), and Bill 
(piano) were collectively creating.  In this context, Scarlet sang like a horn player using 
syllables and matching the sounds of the other three instruments on melody.  Together, 
the four instrumental voices created a rich and full melodic texture.     
Moving to the solo section, Sonny (sax) took the first solo.  As he began, 
everyone else on the frontline dropped out so only he, Bill (piano), Linda (bass), and 
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Gretchen (drums) were playing.  Sonny used the tune’s melody as a thematic starting 
point by playing and then building on little ideas borrowed from the melody.  He 
punctuated each phrase with distinct amounts of space.  As the solo continued, Sonny 
gradually built momentum and energy, coming up in volume and adding complexity to 
the lines.  He climaxed near the very end, leaving only a couple bars to bring it back 
down for a transition into Noah’s solo.  The rhythm section went with Sonny on his 
musical journey.  They followed his energy level and they interacted with him in their 
playing.  Even though they were laying down a groove they were also improvising 
aspects of what they were playing, so there was room for spontaneous, conversation-like 
responses to Sonny’s lead as the soloist.  Linda added pieces of his melodic lines and 
syncopated rhythms into portions of her bass line; Bill used rhythms he heard Sonny play 
as a basis for the way he comped the chords; and Gretchen captured some of Sonny’s 
syncopated rhythms by interspersing them as fills amongst her steady drum beat.  Sonny 
had never played this exact solo before and he never would do so again.  As a result, he 
and the combo members took a new musical journey together every time they played the 
music.  As Sonny concluded his solo, the audience cheered.   
Noah took the next improvised solo.  Like Sonny, he chose to start simple and 
progressively get more complex in the lines he played, though he maintained a similar 
volume level the entire time instead of gradually getting louder.  Noah’s solo was 
different than Sonny’s melodically and rhythmically; so, what the rhythm section played 
to appropriately interact with him was somewhat different than what they played under 
Sonny’s solo, though they went on the musical journey with him from start to finish as 
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they had with Sonny.  When Noah concluded his solo, the audience cheered and clapped, 
and the group transitioned to a trading session between Linda and Gretchen.   
The rest of the combo dropped out for Linda (bass) and Gretchen’s (drums) 
trading, which created a more open and transparent texture.  Linda and Gretchen smiled 
and looked at one another as they improvisationally conversed through their musical 
ideas.  Linda soloed for four bars while Gretchen quietly played a more basic groove 
underneath her.  Then, building on those ideas, Gretchen played an unaccompanied drum 
solo for the next four bars.  They switched back and forth in this manner several times, 
alternating bars of the melodic form and related chord progression.  As they traded, they 
carried on a musical conversation by playing off of each other’s ideas melodically and 
rhythmically.  The combo and audience members smiled right along with Linda and 
Gretchen, and there were even moments of appropriate laughter when the trading got 
more intense, interactive, and professionally silly.  Audiences enjoyed the trading 
sessions that happened between Linda and Gretchen because when they traded there were 
always emotional sparks, flourishing creativity, and conversational interactions.  The 
audience erupted with cheering and clapping as the trading concluded, and Linda and 
Gretchen could not help but smile. 
After the trading, the members layered in as they had done for the intro.  Linda 
played the bass line, then Gretchen joined her with the main groove and Bill comped the 
chords.  Finally, Sonny, Roy, Noah, and Scarlet came in and restated the melody just as 
they had done at the beginning.  To conclude the tune, the rhythm section vamped on the 
final chord and faded out while Sonny improvised melodic fills.  Sonny cued the combo 
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on the final chord, and then directed the cutoff of that chord.  The audience clapped 
enthusiastically.  Scarlet, grinning from ear to ear, spoke into the microphone so that she 
could be heard over the claps of the audience, “Nice job Sonny, that’s a good tune; that 
was awesome!” 
Verbal Communication 
Verbal communication happened all throughout the semester.  The members of 
the ensemble, including myself, visited and talked with one another about combo and 
non-combo related subjects before, during, and after rehearsals, and before and after 
performances.  We discussed tune selections and arrangements, ways to improve their 
playing and performances, what to work on in future sessions, and how to be more 
effective musicians.  Linda said, “We communicate to get work done and prioritize and 
come up with new ideas, so communication is key quite literally.”  Sometimes 
discussions only involved a couple members of the group, and other times they included 
the whole group.  While rehearsing tunes, I or members of the group sometimes shouted 
short verbal instructions or explanations to help members who were lost or struggling 
with aspects of playing the music.  The verbal communication was not always about 
rehearsing the music.  We told jokes, shared stories and funny experiences, and talked 
about life in general.  Laughter was a regular part of rehearsals.  We gave each other 
compliments, words of support, and encouragement, which created a warm and inviting 
atmosphere.  Habitually, the members spent as much time during rehearsals discussing 
the music and visiting for fun as they did actually playing the music.  During 
performances, members of the combo introduced the tunes they performed and shared 
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information about the combo.  Communicating verbally helped the members and myself 
get to know one another and become friends, improve the music, and learn.  Without 
verbal communication amongst all the members, the combo would not have functioned as 
a person-centered learning community.   
 The members and I used musical terms and jazz lingo such as “dirty” or “greasy” 
to communicate some of our ideas.  Oftentimes we sang or played instrumental 
demonstrations along with our explanations to more successfully express our thoughts, as 
explaining non-verbiage concepts with words was often challenging.  Effective 
communication only happened when there was a common understanding of a word’s 
definition between those speaking and those hearing the terms.  Miscommunications and 
misunderstandings most often occurred when words were not mutually understood.  For 
example, there were instances during the semester where the combo members 
unintentionally played a tune in contrasting ways or simultaneously played different parts 
of a tune because one or more members of the group did not correctly understand the 
meaning of a term.  Linda commented: 
Part of it I think is just not everyone has the same definition in their head, like, I 
always get half-time and half-time-feel mixed up.  I know what they are talking 
about but I can’t tell them apart so when someone tells me it’s, like, so wait is it 
half-time or half-time-feel, and then it crashes.  
All throughout the semester, I helped the members understand the meaning of 
musical terms and their application so they could communicate more effectively and play 
better music.  Double-time versus double-time feel came up when the members played 
Summertime.  Gretchen had suggested that they start the tune at a slow tempo and then 
bump it up to double-time after the second solo.  When the combo attempted this, some 
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of the members played it in true double-time while others played it in double-time feel.  
To help resolve this dilemma, I explained and demonstrated the difference between the 
two terms, asking them which approach they would like to take.  Once all the members 
had an understanding of the term and could implement the two different time feels 
appropriately in the music, the combo was able to resolve this issue in their playing.  The 
combo’s arrangement of I Will Survive proceeded through a series of rubato, slow and 
bluesy 12/8 swing, double-time straight ahead swing, bossa nova, and salsa grooves.  
When the group worked on their arrangement, the members’ understanding of these 
styles and related terms increased as they learned to appropriately create each groove.  
For example, in the salsa section Bill needed to play a montuno on the piano but at the 
time he did not know what a montuno was; so, he first learned what a montuno was, then 
how to play an appropriate montuno, and finally how to correctly insert that montuno into 
the salsa portion of the music.  Through this process Bill gained a greater understanding 
of the meaning of the term montuno.     
As the members increased in their mutual understanding of the terms we used to 
communicate, they were more effective at expressing themselves and understanding 
others.  Consequently, the members were more successful at performing their 
arrangements and implementing suggestions for improvement.  Likewise, learning as a 
person and a musician in the combo, in part, happened as the members gained a greater 
understanding of terms and hence an increased capacity to communicate their ideas.  
More effective communication was one demonstration of the members becoming more 
fully-functioning human beings in the combo community.   
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Nonverbal Communication 
Nonverbal communication was an important and regular part of communicating in 
the combo.  As part of our nonverbal communication, we naturally suggested attitudes 
and feelings through facial expressions and body language.  Along these lines, dancing, 
smiling, and/or making intense, focused facial expressions while playing the music 
communicated enjoyment and support and encouragement for one another.  Scarlet 
thought this was important: 
I think everybody likes it when—they don’t have to be doing anything extreme—
but when everyone is interacting and, like, ‘ah yeah,’ [Scarlet made a facial 
expression as if she’s teasingly making eye contact with someone in the band] just 
kind of like playing with each other and smiling.  I think everyone always likes 
that. 
Smiles and supportive expressions, in particular, helped the group maintain an inviting 
person-centered atmosphere.   
In addition to facial expressions and dancing, the members communicated in 
nonverbal ways that were specific to, and necessary for, the combo’s music making 
process.  To cue each other during the music, the members often used hand signals, body 
motions, and eye contact.  Sonny commented: 
While you’re playing you have to have some sort of communication because, you 
know, soloists, unless they are cut off they can go on forever; and we have to 
know who is going next and that sort of thing.  So, we have to communicate 
within ourselves visually with a look or with words.  That is very important.  
Scarlet really appreciated when a soloist made eye contact with her at the conclusion of 
their solo, letting her know when to come in.  She said: 
I love, love, love it when someone’s playing a solo and it’s almost my turn, like, 
Sonny does this sometimes and it’s so helpful, and then he’ll just kind of look at 
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me like ‘get ready’ and then I’ll just be like ‘oh okay.’  Like, that’s probably the 
most helpful thing for me.   
During the solo sections, if one combo member nodded or purposefully looked at another 
then the group knew that the member who was nodded at would take the next improvised 
solo.  Similarly, when members went from looking downward to looking up or at the 
other combo members during their solo they were signaling to the group that they were 
finishing their solo.  As Linda suggested, “eye contact, or trying to get eye contact” was 
an important way they communicated.  Additionally, when a member pointed to their 
head the combo knew it was time to play the melody as soon as they concluded the 
section they were currently on.  Initial entrances and cutoffs of long notes at the end of a 
tune were often conducted through the raising and lowering of one’s arm or instrument.  
Sometimes a combo member signaled an entrance by counting down the number of bars 
left before the entrance with their fingers.  In helping the members learn and perfect the 
music during rehearsals, I sometimes used these types of signals as well.     
The members struggled at the start of the semester to effectively communicate 
nonverbally while playing the music.  Sonny explained: 
One thing that I think is difficult for people who are starting jazz and for me is, 
like, the necessity of the nonverbal communication, or, like, the visual, you know, 
‘go,’ or the thing you do with the [he points to his head with his finger] where you 
say ‘go to the top.’  Sometimes, people when they are new at it they just think ‘oh 
shut up and play’ but in jazz you have to talk to each other and I think that we got 
better at that.   
At the start of the semester there were several times when members did not know what 
was going on and the rhythm section just kept playing uncertain of what else to do 
because nonverbal communication was not happening.  To help the group overcome this 
 141     
 
issue, I explained the necessity of nonverbal signals and how they work, and then 
demonstrated how to give and receive them.  After that point, the members started 
making a more concerted effort to give and receive nonverbal cues as they played the 
music; and, even though signals were sometimes missed, the group drastically and 
continually improved in their nonverbal communication as the semester progressed.  
Gretchen said, “We’re a lot tighter musically and we definitely can communicate more on 
nonverbal communication.”  Sonny shared: 
While Gretchen and Linda were trading I sort of just looked back at them to make 
sure they were done and Linda looked at me like ‘yes’ and then we played the 
melody, and so that sort of thing started to happen and I can’t pinpoint where, but, 
yeah, it appeared. 
Improving nonverbal communication enhanced the group’s capability for playing the 
music together.  Appropriately communicating nonverbally was crucial for the group to 
function as an ensemble.  The more the members improved at communicating 
nonverbally the more fully-functioning they became as musicians.    
Musical Communication 
Musical communication was part of making music in the combo.  As the members 
played or sang their individual parts, they carried on conversations with each other 
through the music; and as a group they collectively communicated musical ideas and 
feelings to their listeners.  Gretchen commented:  
Playing jazz in a combo setting is really like a conversation; you don’t know 
exactly what you are going to say specifically but as you listen and react to what 
they are saying or playing then it really creates that journey like a discussion 
would.  You really get to enjoy an experience together; it’s truly like a 
conversation. 
The members agreed that musical communication was an important aspect of playing in 
 142     
 
the combo.  Linda said, “Musically you have to communicate, like, if you don’t 
communicate the music is just boring and it’s not fun.”  Noah concurred, “It’s super 
important; it’s part of what makes the music way more interesting and makes it come to 
life a lot more.”  He added, “If no one’s communicating with each other then the music is 
not going to be together and it’s not going to have the special little magic between 
everything that makes it sound like a song rather than people just playing the chord 
changes at the same time.”  Experiencing musical conversations and interactions was 
highly rewarding for the members.  Roy said, “I think it’s really cool to communicate 
without talking, just by doing it through the music.  It’s sweet!”  Gretchen agreed, “One 
thing I think is really cool about jazz is the silent communication that you can have with 
someone; and when you are able to have that nonverbal communication it’s, like, it feels 
so cool inside, you are just, like, ‘whoa.’”  Bill added, “It just adds so much to the 
experience, I mean not just for us but also for the audience.”  He explained:  
Like, maybe at one point there’s a big build up and you all play triplets together 
or something, and maybe at another point you give it a break and then the drums 
can do a little roll or something like that; and, doing all that in real time is really 
an amazing thing.  
Improvisation in the combo made the members’ musical communication more 
spontaneous, interactive, and conversation-like compared to simply playing something 
preplanned or notes written on a page.  Subsequently, playing music in the combo was all 
the more fulfilling.  Bill said: 
That’s one of the unique things about jazz, we’re just kind of composing on the 
spot; and when you do that with other people on the spot it’s one of the highest 
levels of musical skill.  Doing that well is just incredible and getting the chance to 
do that has been a great experience.  Obviously we’re not on a professional level 
but to be at least headed in a good direction and to get the experience of it is great. 
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Communicating musically in the combo involved a combination of: (a) playing ideas that 
fit within the jazz idiom; (b) interacting with each other using melodic ideas, rhythms, 
textures, and dynamics; (c) telling musical stories; (d) expressing emotions or feelings 
through the music; and (e) listening to and hearing one another. 
Learning the Jazz Language   
With jazz, stylistic expectations are important.  The students had to learn to 
improvise and play or sing their parts within the confines of the jazz language; meaning, 
they had to play notes, chords, and rhythms in ways characteristic of jazz music.  As 
Sonny suggested, “You can’t just play anything like people think you can, you have to 
play something that fits within the context of the chords, and the song, and the style.”  
Bill added: 
With jazz, the skills involved are listening to the other players and being able to 
play something that fits well with what they’re doing, being able to know 
different styles and what’s appropriate for different styles, and then being able to 
kind of put your own spin, your own voice into that. 
To effectively speak and understand the jazz language, the members worked at mastering 
their ability to play or sing and hear notes, chords, and rhythms in ways that reflected the 
stylistic expectations of the jazz language established by the founding jazz musicians and 
those who have come since.  As Roy suggested, preparing to play music in the jazz 
combo meant “immersing themselves in the language, and putting time into getting good, 
and learning how to communicate with each other.”  Consequently, Roy said, “Most of 
my jazz practice has been immersing myself in the vocabulary because if you know the 
vocabulary you can at least speak the language.”  As part of this, he worked to improve 
his note choices for improvisations so that they better fit within the various chord 
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changes.  He said:  
I started figuring out that there are notes that you should be using, or if you’re 
using notes besides the ones you should be using you need to know why you’re 
using them.  I’ve been shifting from just playing whatever comes to mind to 
trying to make what comes to mind fit within chords. 
Like Roy, the members all worked to improve in their abilities to improvise and sing or 
play within the stylistic expectations and vocabulary of the jazz language; and they 
notably improved over the course of the semester.  Scarlet shared that, because of her 
time in the combo, “I’m more comfortable with the understanding of what the language 
of jazz itself is.”  The better the members got at improvising and playing or 
communicating musical ideas within these stylistic expectations, the more command and 
control they had as musicians, and consequently, the more fully-functioning they became.   
Musical Interactions 
The members interacted and carried on musical conversations as they played the 
tunes.   Using a tune’s melodic and rhythmic content, chord progression, and groove as 
the topic of conversation, they listened to what one another said musically, and 
contributed their own ideas.  Their musical conversations excelled as the combo members 
contributed improvised reactions that complemented the tune’s melodic, rhythmic, and 
harmonic content and interacted with the contributions of the other members.  By 
contrast, contributing ideas that did not fit with the tune’s construct or the playing of the 
other members created musical interactions that lacked continuity and purpose.  Roy said: 
If you have five or six or seven, or whatever, really good players that just do their 
own thing the entire time it’s not going to sound that great at all since a lot of the 
time you’re making stuff up on the spot.  If you can’t communicate with each 
other then it’s going to go in five or six different directions and you’re going to 
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have no idea what you’re doing.  But, if you are working with each other it’s 
going to turn out awesome. 
For the soloists and the rhythm section members to interact, it was important that the 
soloists leave space in what they were playing for those in the rhythm section to respond.  
Roy explained, “When Scarlet or Sonny are, like, putting in holes it’s pretty obvious they 
want some hits or things like that.”  As the members interacted in a give and take sort of 
fashion the music was conversational and engaging.    
Musical interactions were particularly apparent when the members incorporated 
melodic or rhythmic ideas they heard one another contribute into their own playing.  
Noah suggested, “It’s like ‘what are these people playing’ and ‘how can I kind of follow 
off that’ and ‘how can I respond to them;’” with the actual responses happening by 
“listening to the notes and the rhythms that someone else plays and expressing that in 
some way within your instrument too if it feels appropriate.”  Scarlet and Sonny 
sometimes did this on the frontline.  Scarlet explained: 
Sonny and I have a good time together.  He’s an amazing listener and I love 
playing with him because I’ll sing something and he’ll just kind of challengingly 
repeat the exact riff I just sang, and then I’m, like, ‘oh yeah,’ and then we just 
kind of play around with each other and listen to what each other are doing. 
Similarly, Gretchen’s process for communicating musically with the soloists in the group 
often included copying portions of what they were doing into her own playing.  She said: 
If I want to converse with, like, a horn player that’s playing a solo, a lot of times 
it’s like they play something so I like try to play it back to kind of show, like, ‘oh 
yeah I understood,’ like, ‘this is what I thought you were saying,’ and they’re like 
‘oh yeah that’s what I’m saying,’ like, ‘I thought this too;’ and it’s kind of in that 
way.  There’s a measure of copying what people are playing to show that you are 
listening, to show that you are interested, that you’re trying to progress the 
conversation forward instead of just, like, talking to a wall, you know, the wall 
isn’t going to say anything back to you.  You can talk to it but to have a really 
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good discussion people need to be interested, they need to be like, ‘so I 
understand that you are saying this,’ and if that’s not right then, you know, you 
keep talking about it. 
Gretchen regularly borrowed rhythmic ideas she heard soloists play, incorporating them 
into her drum beats and fills as a response; and Linda frequently borrowed both melodic 
and rhythmic ideas, integrating them into her bass lines.  Sometimes, Gretchen and Linda 
simultaneously grabbed something a soloist did and spontaneously played it together.  
Linda explained, “We’ll just play certain things and either she’s able to repeat it back, or 
I can repeat hers back and then, like, our minds almost sync at that point and we are able 
to play, like, a whole phrase of the same thing.”  She added that in these instances, “it’s 
not something we had planned and it’s not something we had played before, we just play 
it together as a way of communication.”  Bill was really impressed with how Gretchen 
picked up on his solo ideas, and sometimes even played them along with him on the spot:  
With Gretchen, I hear the ways that she is responding to me and it’s really 
impressive actually, like, ‘how did you know I was going to do that’ kind of thing.  
Like, when we were playing at the student center I did this triplet thing and she 
did it exactly with me, I was like, ‘how did you know that I was going to do that.’ 
In addition to the rhythm section members copying or responding to the soloists, 
sometimes the soloists picked up on harmonic, melodic, textural, or rhythmic ideas the 
rhythm section played in their accompaniment parts and incorporated them into their 
solos.   
Musical interactions in the combo did not always include copying what others 
were doing.  Sometimes their communications involved playing contrasting ideas that 
were still complementary in a tension and release sort of fashion.  For example, Bill and 
Noah typically played rhythmically syncopated harmonic ideas in response to statements 
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that soloists made, which created punctuations and interactions similar to a person saying 
‘yeah’ or ‘cool’ while listening to someone tell a story.   
Musical conversations were especially noticeable when the members traded bars 
during solo sections.  In the trading between Roy and Sonny on Scarlet’s tune, Roy 
would play an idea and then Sonny would copy a portion of the ideas Roy played, 
building on them causing a natural discussion-like progression to their trading.  Similarly, 
Linda and Gretchen usually copied and incorporated ideas from one another as part of 
their conversation when they traded during the solo section on Summertime, Goody 
Goody, and Sonny’s tune.  Although, their responses did not always include copied 
phrases, sometimes they were a continuation of what the other member had played or 
more of a question and answer sort of response to what they had played.  
In addition to responding to one another melodically and rhythmically, 
communication and interactions amongst the members involved matching or 
complementing each other texturally, with grooves and time feels, and in intensity and 
volume levels.  Bill explained: 
It could be dynamically, so maybe, like, we switch to the guitar solo or something 
and we decide that we are going to get really soft now and before we weren’t soft.  
Maybe we decide we are going to switch to a different rhythm, maybe it’s, like, a 
rhythmic thing, and so we listen to the drummer and say ‘oh she’s doing 
something different now’ so we kind of match that.  Maybe it’s a texture thing 
and so I was playing high chords and now I’m playing lower chords or I was 
playing the opposite, you know.   
Noah said, “If we want to bring a solo up I’m going to get louder and I’m going to look 
towards the bass and the drums and I’m going to express that with the amount of sound 
that I’m getting out.”  He also added, that by contrast “if I want to get it quieter I’m going 
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to play something, hold it, and look to everyone and you just kind of know.”  According 
to Noah, they could communicate a desire for volume changes through their facial 
expressions: “It’s something about the micro-expression of your face that you just know 
if you are getting louder or softer, you just kind of get it.”  Roy commented that 
communicating through dynamic and energy levels for him was “mostly with Gretchen 
on the drums, listening for when she’s building or I’m building.”   
The combo members worked throughout the semester to improve their musical 
interactions with one another, and subsequently they grew in their ability to converse 
musically. After the first two master class performances we decided as a group that this 
needed to be a main goal for the group.  As part of this determination Gretchen 
commented:   
I want to improve when other people are soloing trying to have better 
communication with the soloist.  Like, if they do a cool lick or something like 
that, try to mimic it, like, kind of communicate with that.  Because, I think a lot of 
times I revert to just playing time and making sure the time is solid and 
sometimes I don’t really take that risk of kind of putting myself out there, like, 
okay they just played this I’ll try playing it too. 
As each member got more effective at contributing in interactive ways, the group’s 
musical conversations grew to be more involved, conversational, interactive, and 
interesting.  Towards the end of the semester Gretchen commented, “The communication 
has gotten a lot better.”  Roy concurred, “As a group I think we’ve gotten really good at 
communication and acting off of each other’s communication;” and “sometimes I feel 
like a conductor when I’m soloing because I know how to get them to do what I want to 
do.”  Roy explained: 
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Going in, I didn’t realize how much people are cuing each other and when people 
are doing things they want me to respond off.  I was not doing that and now I am 
doing that; I’m picking up on it more and how to cue everyone else in doing what 
I want to do.  I guess I knew coming in, like, what I wanted to communicate to 
them but I didn’t really know how and now as I have watched them do it and 
mimicked it some, I’ve figured out how to communicate that stuff.  Like, now I 
understand how to cue and get cues from the other players and go off what they’re 
saying and I’m improvising better I think and I’ve still got work to do but I think 
it’s improved. 
Bill thought he improved at “being able to figure out what other people are doing faster 
and being able to kind of catch on and figure out how I’m going to respond to that.”  He 
said, “I’ve just gotten better at that aspect of it I think, just being able to do it quicker and 
being able to listen better.”  Improving in the musical interactions contributed to the 
cooperative and person-centered atmosphere of the group.  Likewise, the more the 
members were able to interact with each other to communicate musically the more fully-
functioning they were as musicians and the more person-centered the combo became.  
Shaping and Storytelling 
In addition to the interactions amongst the members, musical communication in 
the combo involved shaping individual solos and a tune’s overall presentation so that it 
expressed a musical story or took the listeners and the combo on a musical journey.  
Linda said, “Music’s about storytelling, like if you have your solo that’s your chance to 
tell a story whether it’s your story, or a story you like, like, that’s your chance.”  Scarlet 
similarly noted, “A good jazz musician is somebody who has learned those skills to be a 
good musician but also applies it to be able to tell a story to people.”  Telling a story as a 
musician challenged the members of the group.  Playing complete musical ideas on the 
spot was not an easy task.  Sonny explained: 
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One thing that a lot of people struggle with when they play jazz, and even 
professionals I think, is playing something that makes sense musically, like, has a 
direction and tells a story or develops a motif or, you know, something 
compositional like that, that is pleasing to a listener.  A lot of people just go up 
and play the licks that they know and so they sort of sound garbled, like if you 
mixed up a sentence, and so it’s really hard to be able to while you’re playing a 
solo, listen to yourself and say ‘okay I played these couple notes, where does that 
follow or where does this go from here,’ you know, ‘what motif can I pick on, 
how do I develop it.’ That sort of thing is difficult and necessary if you’re going 
to sound good. 
The members got better at shaping their improvised solos and the overall musical 
statements of the tunes they played throughout the semester.  They grew in their ability to 
tell stories and take the audiences on musical journeys in a collective and unified way.  
Bill noticed this in Roy’s playing as the semester progressed: 
I think he’s [Roy] better at telling a story with his solos, like, building or creating 
something.  I mean, one example is in my tune, you know, he starts small and 
kinda builds, and that’s kind of something I’ve heard a lot in these recent concerts 
that we’ve done is that he knows how to take energy and go from the bottom and 
build it up so that’s cool, it makes the solo interesting. 
Gretchen similarly noticed improvement in Bill’s ability to shape and present more 
complete musical solos.  She said, “I’ve noticed he [Bill] does that a lot more and I think 
he has really taken some of his ideas and developed them more, like, picked an idea and 
kind of gone with it and stuff.”  Gretchen was especially impressed with the way he 
soloed on his own tune.  She said, “I love when he plays his solo on his tune, it’s just the 
funnest, you just see him going crazy, just having so much fun, just like, ‘yes.’” During 
the semester, Sonny realized that he was improving in his ability to thoughtfully and 
compositionally improvise solos:  
I am realizing now that I have a very compositional approach, or at least I try to, I 
want to.  That to me as a player and as a listener is very satisfying.  And, I think 
that it is very difficult to achieve and develop.  To rename improvisation, like, 
 151     
 
spontaneous composition, extemporaneous; and a lot of seasoned improvisers 
they can play all the things in the world but it doesn’t have continuity or it doesn’t 
make sense.  That is something that I think that I can do, and of course I need to 
work on it and develop it but I have that capacity, and playing in this combo I’ve 
really been able to say ‘oh,’ and especially all the recordings we’ve done has 
brought about that introspection, like, ‘I play like this.’  I’ve always wanted to be 
a really melodic soloist and I hadn’t put a conscious effort into that as consistently 
as I was able to this semester.  I improved in that I think. 
When the group set the goal of improving their communication, I led them through some 
music making activities to help them collectively work on shaping the solos.  As they 
started to gain success with my help in these situations, they improved in their ability for 
storytelling in all the tunes they played.  Sonny recalled how fun and exciting it was 
when the combo first started to accomplish this with Strasbourg St. Denis.  He said:  
I just remember Strasbourg as very exciting to play once we got it to a point 
where each solo would build and get to somewhere really ‘ahhhhhh.’  Then, that 
was very fun, you know, a very satisfying musical experience to be able to build 
something up to some intense point.  That was very fun 
By the end of the semester the combo members were shaping each tune so they 
progressed through a story-like musical journey that aesthetically included a beginning, 
middle, climax, and end.  In learning to express complete ideas in their individual solos 
and a tune’s overall presentation the members gained a greater command over their 
individual musicianship and became more fully-functioning persons.  Subsequently, the 
combo collectively became more fully-functioning and person-centered.    
Emotional Expression 
Along with communicating musically through conversations, interactions, and 
storytelling, the members’ musical communication in the combo involved expressing 
emotions or feelings.  Gretchen said, “A combo is just like, express how you feel.”  Bill 
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explained: 
Jazz is about telling a story, you know; all good music is essentially about telling 
a story I think.  But, if you are going to do that you have to have genuine emotion 
and feeling, and I mean it’s not always the same emotion or feeling, it kind of 
depends, but you got to have something, you’ve got to have that human element 
of it, otherwise we would just have robots play, you know. 
Dr. Bird agreed that there is a difference between playing technically well without 
emotion and playing well with the addition of feeling and emotion:   
It's like, ‘okay, you are playing fairly well but I didn't feel anything from it.’ ‘Did 
you notice that nobody was moving while you were playing,’ there was just kind 
of polite applause, it wasn't like ‘yeah, and people can't stop clapping or hold still 
while you are playing.’  You've got to get the emotion into what you are doing.  
There has got to be some communication with the audience.  If you look out and 
people have to move you know you are doing something better; you're 
communicating something. 
Having or creating an emotional connection was important and necessary to the overall 
presentation of the music.  Noah commented, “It’s difficult to have all the stuff that is so 
important about the music, like, the confidence and the communication of it and 
everything without the feeling behind it.”  He added, “I feel like people can kind of tell 
when you’re playing and you don’t feel it and it shows up in your playing and it kind of 
shows up in the way you present yourself.”  For Gretchen, musical communication only 
truly happened when there was an emotional expression in the music: 
When there is feeling involved I feel like that’s a lot where the musical 
communication comes in because music a lot of times hits people in their hearts 
where they can feel something from the music, that’s what makes someone like a 
song, because it makes them feel a certain way and by making that person feel a 
certain way it communicates something to that person; and so I really think it’s a 
lot of feeling. 
The members appreciated expressing and feeling emotion through their music in 
the combo.  Scarlet said, “In a combo I love just being able to feel what everyone is doing 
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in their solo.”  She added, “I just feel like there’s a lot more emotion in the combo being 
thrown around because there is a lot more freedom.”  For Bill, creating the energy or 
emotion in the group meant “feed[ing] off of each other’s energy; and you’re like ‘oh 
okay’ we’re building up I’m going to build up you know, I’m feeling this, that kind of 
thing.”  According to Dr. Bird, if the members have done the work in learning the tunes 
and preparing their parts then they are free to interact with the music and with each other 
emotionally as they hear the sounds others are making: 
If you have worked out the stuff so that you know it and you’re functioning 
without anything in front of you then your ears really open up and you hear 
what’s around you and you hear emotion going a certain way and you feel that 
emotion and you try to contribute to that emotion and make that emotion happen.  
It’s a very cool experience.  I think that’s why we all love it, because when you 
come out of it, it’s just like ‘yeah we really had this talk.’   
Noah agreed with Dr. Bird, “As I grow more fluent [in the jazz language] then the 
expression and the feeling starts to come through more.”  In the performances when the 
audiences felt energy and emotional expression from the combo they often passed 
emotional energy back to the combo through cheering and clapping and the nonverbal 
expressions on their faces.  Dr. Bird commented, “You get those interactions that you can 
see people just light up, and then you see people that are being affected by the music, and 
that feeds you.”  As the emotional communications happened back and forth between the 
members of the combo and the audience members, the energy in the room rose and those 
involved felt uplifted and elevated.  Dr. Bird explained:     
When you first put out [feeling and emotion] and the audience feels that, then it 
starts coming back, and then you feel it more, and it infuses you with more energy 
so you put out more, and then the audience energy comes back more and we get 
this communication of energy going back and forth that just elevates everybody.  
Everybody goes out of there saying ‘hey, that was great, and I'm never going to be 
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the same again’ because there's this exchange, communication of energy that goes 
back and forth and we feed off of each other, and it's a synergistic thing between 
the group and the audience that elevates everybody. 
The members experienced this exchange of energy during many of their performances.  A 
few days after the combo’s recital, Roy mentioned: “Last Friday, that was super fun.  I 
could feel the energy we had in the crowd and as we were feeding it to them it was 
coming back, that was super fun.”   
During the semester, the members sought to express themselves emotionally in 
the music but doing so did not always come naturally.  Noah said, “I feel like I’m not the 
best at expressing the feeling of the music within me as I play it, but it’s something that 
I’m maybe on the cusp of approaching sometimes, you know.”  He added, “This semester 
I’ve been trying to work on playing stuff that makes me feel something which I’m not 
quite there yet, but as I grow more fluent [in the jazz language] I am able to say more 
sentences and say more words and make some more statements.”  Improving in the 
ability to emotionally express oneself through the music was important in the members’ 
personal development.  The more they were able to do so, the more fully-functioning they 
became as musicians and persons.  Also, the more there were positive emotional 
interactions between the members the more they bonded as a group and functioned as a 
person-centered community. 
Listening and Hearing 
To successfully communicate in the combo, the members had to listen to each 
other.  Creating musical interactions and emotional content in the music began with a 
profound level of listening.  Noah commented, “Listening brings a lot of life to the music.  
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It really pushes the feeling into the music because you’re forced to kind of feel what other 
people are playing.  So, listening to each other as we are playing is like the number-one 
priority.”  Scarlet added: 
I definitely have learned from watching other combos in the master class that 
cooler things could be happening if you’d only listen; so, that’s why I try to listen 
to what other people in the group are doing.  If you really take the time to listen to 
what your peers are doing when you are performing, or even just jamming, then 
you can create an even more complex and flavorful masterpiece than if it was just 
your ideas, and that’s kind of what art is all about. 
Gretchen suggested, “Listening is a form of what helps you communicate better, 
especially in a combo setting where you don’t have every note written out of what you 
are going to play.”  She further explained: 
The importance of communication and listening—those two things are probably 
the biggest lessons that I’ve learned from being in a combo—listening first to 
people’s ideas with songs, what they want to do with the songs; and then, while 
you’re playing, really listening to the other players.  
Because the members improvised and self-composed much of what they each played, 
they had to pay attention to each other aurally to determine how to fit in with what was 
happening melodically, harmonically, texturally, dynamically, and formally.  Sonny said, 
“In a combo you have to listen to how do I fit in.  You have to decide whether or not 
you’re contributing and listen enough to play with people even though you don’t know 
exactly what they’re going to do next.”  Linda added, “Listening, like, that’s how you get 
ideas, that’s how I know that everyone is all together, and how I know if I’m behind or 
something.  It’s just super important.”  Roy noted that in the combo, “Instead of living 
and dying by the [written] music now I’m living and dying by what I hear so it’s just 
different.”  By contrast, if the members are not listening to each other, Linda suggested, 
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“It sounds really dull, like, you can’t be as creative because no one’s listening, and you 
can’t change feels, like, between drums and bass we can’t change feels on the rest of the 
combo because they’re not listening and it would just sound really stupid.”  Gretchen 
added that to participate the members had to listen to one another: 
If you don’t listen to the other people that are playing then you are just in your 
own world and that’s not going to get you anywhere, like, you really need to be 
aware of what other people are playing because, especially in a jazz combo, it is a 
conversation, that’s what jazz is, you are expressing yourself, you’re expressing 
different ideas through music, and so if you’re not listening you’re not 
participating.  By listening you are able to focus your attention on what’s going 
on in that moment and you are able to respond to what’s going on, and so 
listening is essential, I can’t emphasize that enough. 
In addition to listening, effective communication relied heavily on the actual 
comprehension of what was being expressed.  Just because a person was making an effort 
to listen to the other group members does not mean they were fully hearing or 
understanding what was being communicated.  As a result, the members had to develop 
the ability to hear elements of the music such as jazz style, harmony, and melodic content 
or language so they could comprehend what their bandmates were stating.  To the degree 
that musical statements and words were heard and understood was the degree by which 
those statements could be interacted with, and subsequently the degree by which effective 
communication happened within the combo.   
The members grew in their ability to hear and comprehend what they were 
listening to throughout the semester.  Sonny noted:   
I’m more able to recognize when things are wrong and especially recently, like, I 
don’t think I could, in high school, discern a really on bass and drums between a 
slightly off one, and now I can.  And, one of the things that’s interesting about 
jazz is that the harmony is slightly veiled because of the walking base, it’s 
constantly shifting and has a direction and often the comping is, you know, 
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decorative rather than really explicit and exact in harmony.  It necessitates that 
you can recognize the sounds of chords and harmony in a way that no other music 
has.  
The more the members listened to the music the better they got at hearing the elements of 
the music.  Linda mentioned:  
The more I listen to jazz recordings the more I hear things.  I don’t know if I 
could tell you what they all are though, like, I know I hear changes better and I 
know I can hear, like, rhythmic ideas, but there’s still other things I couldn’t 
name.   
Within the ensemble the members improved at hearing what each other were doing, 
which improved their interactions and conversations.  Linda mentioned, “I’m getting a lot 
better at hearing people’s melodic ideas and rhythmic ideas and I incorporate that into my 
solo sometimes or even my lines.”  Similarly, Gretchen offered: 
I’m a better listener, my ears pick up on more things that people play in solos and 
stuff and I feel like I’m starting to improve in reacting to what I hear them saying 
per say.  I’ve definitely improved and my ears are a lot more fine-tuned.  They 
can kind of focus more on the different things that people are playing.  
For the members, not looking at lead sheets or written music helped them to open their 
ears and hear better.  Dr. Bird said:  
That’s one of the things that combo playing does is open your ears, and especially 
when you don’t play with music your ears open even more.  As soon as you put 
something in front of your eyes that sense predominates and your ears don’t work 
as well. 
Gretchen concurred:  
Whenever you are really focused on reading the music the listening to each other 
and trying to play off each other—that communication—decreases some.  That is 
one of the downsides of having the music and having to be super focused on it 
because you aren’t able to listen as much as you could. 
Memorizing the tunes helped the members keep their eyes off written music, and 
subsequently listen to one another and hear each other better.  Noah said, “I’ve been 
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working more to not read charts all the time and kind of have them more memorized, and 
that definitely does a lot to open up my ears and just get my head out of the stand.”  
Linda added: 
I play a lot better when I watch people and listen, because when I’m reading it 
I’m only relying on my eyes but when I’m not reading it I rely on my ears.  So, 
like the first round of concerts I was really trying to play without my music so that 
helped me to really listen to people’s ideas and the changes and stuff so I could fit 
in with them and not sound off.   
Over the course of the semester, the combo improved at listening and hearing and 
subsequently communicating.  Gretchen said, “I think we’ve all grown to listen to each 
other and to play off of each other and focus more on we’re a group, we’re not just 
individual players.”  As the members improved in this regard, they became more self-
disciplined and fully-functioning musicians.  
Chapter Summary 
Communication was an essential part of learning and creating music in the 
combo.  Effective communication involved a combination of verbal, nonverbal, and 
musical means along with the skills of listening and hearing, observing and seeing, and 
understanding and comprehending.  How well the combo members played music together 
and functioned as a unit depended on how well they communicated.   
Verbal discussions were essential for creating arrangements of the tunes and 
determining ways to improve the members’ playing of the tunes.  Cueing one another 
nonverbally was also necessary as they played the music.  Body language conveyed 
support and carrying for each other along with enjoyment in playing the music.  
Conversing musically through interactions, storytelling, expressing emotion, and 
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appropriately speaking the jazz language greatly influenced how the music sounded, and 
how meaningful and engaging it was.   
The members and I grew as we explained and/or demonstrated concepts; and we 
learned from the explanations and demonstrations of others.  I often helped the group 
improve or solve issues by explaining concepts and the meaning of terms; and I found 
that I personally grew as a musician and a person as I learned to more effectively 
communicate my explanations.  As I sought for ways to explain musical concepts in 
words, my cognitive understanding of playing the music increased.  As the members and 
I improved in our capacity to clearly state our ideas and our aptitudes to hear, see, and 
comprehend the expressions of others we became more fully-functioning persons and 
musicians and the music improved.  The members’ levels of musical understanding and 
comprehension along with their playing capability directly related to how proficient they 
were at communicating verbally, nonverbally, and musically.  The better we got at 
explaining our ideas the greater our understanding of those ideas.  Without 
communicating in the combo, the members’ learning would have been minimalized, 
cooperating would have been impossible, and their music making would have suffered.  
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Chapter 7: 
Self-Discipline 
Self-discipline has a lot to do with what you do, not just in the jazz combo but on your 
own, like, if you are motivated to work on your own and do things that will help the 
combo so that when you come and play together you will be more prepared and able 
to offer more. ~ Bill 
 Self-discipline, meaning the ability to govern and control one’s actions and 
abilities, was an important component of the jazz combo.  In the combo, self-discipline 
amongst the members appeared in a variety of ways, including: (a) control and focus; (b) 
managing time and prioritizing; (c) leadership, including dependability and trust; and (d) 
social skills, containing positive, supportive, selfless, and caring attitudes, and friendship 
development.  The members’ levels of self-discipline affected their musical output and 
the combo environment all throughout the semester.  The more self-disciplined the 
members became, the more fully-functioning they were as persons and musicians and the 
more the group was able to work as a cooperative, person-centered learning community.  
Because self-discipline was needed for the combo to function, self-discipline was also 
developed in the combo throughout the semester.  In this chapter, I begin with a brief 
vignette which demonstrates the members’ accomplishments due to their self-disciplined 
work ethics while also showing the need for continually working in self-disciplined ways 
to develop even greater abilities.  Then, as the chapter proceeds, I discuss in greater detail 
the self-disciplined aspects of control and focus, time management, leadership, and social 
skills. 
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Vignette 
The clapping died down at the conclusion of the combo’s second master class 
performance, and Dr. Bird said, “This is a great combo, good touch, you are playing well 
together, exciting program, a lot of excellent playing…let’s give them some suggestions 
and feedback.”  One of the drummers in the room said, “I want to compliment the bass 
and drums, the time was on point, very mature tempos, good job.”  Another drummer 
concurred, “Very good time and lots of creativity, I like that.”   Gretchen and Linda 
smiled and thanked them for their compliments.  About two weeks prior to this 
performance, I had mentioned to Gretchen and Linda that they were not fully aligning 
with each other on the grooves, so they decided to get together on their own, outside the 
normal combo rehearsals, to work on improving their collective time feel.  As a result, 
they started to really lock in and groove.  Their self-disciplined, hard work was paying 
off and it felt great to be more successful during the performance.   
As the comments continued, various students complimented the members on their 
solos: “Great job on the solos.”  “Sonny your solos were incredible, especially the second 
one.”  “Nice use of space between ideas in the trumpet solos, good energy.”  “Impressive 
ideas in the piano solos, and some really cool chromatic stuff.”  “I liked Linda’s solos a 
lot; you had some really good ideas and you were really calm and confident.”  “I could 
tell that you all really care about the music that you are playing because when you play 
solos you really get into the music rather than just puppet licks and patterns you’ve 
rehearsed.”  The combo members greatly appreciated their peers’ compliments.  They 
had all worked hard to prepare for this performance individually and as a group.   
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Along with the compliments about the members’ playing there were also 
suggestions for improvement.  One student submitted that some of their solos were too 
long; and Dr. Bird emphasized that this was because they climaxed too soon.  Another 
student commented that sometimes the ideas they played in their solos did not completely 
fit the chord changes.  A student pointed out a chord that Noah and Bill consistently 
missed in one of the tunes.  A couple individuals, along with Dr. Bird, suggested that 
because the group was playing so well they could take their approach to the next level by 
creating more communicative interactions between the rhythm section and the soloists.  
Even though they had accomplished so much through their disciplined practice efforts, 
these suggestions highlighted how the group members needed to continue improving if 
they were to become even more capable in their playing.  Being and becoming self-
disciplined musicians was a continual process in the combo.  The members left master 
class motivated to continue working individually and as a group so they could reach even 
greater heights musically.       
Control and Focus 
 The level of control and focus each member had as a musician influenced how 
well the music sounded.  For instance, having enough control to select good notes when 
improvising while also staying within the stylistic boundaries of jazz helped the music 
sound authentic and aesthetically right.  Sonny commented: 
When I talk to people and say ‘oh I play jazz,’ they’re like ‘oh that’s easy right 
you can just play whatever you want,’ because that’s what people think 
improvising is, but they’re wrong.  It’s interesting because the music is so free, 
but that requires discipline, like, in the practice room to allow freedom on the 
band stand. 
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Controlling notes, rhythms, and phrasing took discipline, along with having the control to 
appropriately contribute one’s part without overshadowing what the other members’ were 
playing.  Noah noted: 
You definitely have to discipline yourself to know your place in the group. You 
can’t just, like, comp for every solo because you want everybody to hear you or 
you can’t just play super crazy on a solo just because you want everyone to know 
how good you are.  You have to play within the style of the tune and within the 
style of the group and you have to just have the discipline to constrain yourself 
and to form a cohesive group rather than one person playing with a group of other 
people. 
The more disciplined the members became as jazz musicians, the better they could 
control how they improvised and contributed their playing parts.  Similarly, the more 
disciplined the members were as musicians, the more capable they were of focusing.  For 
the members, focus and control did not happen automatically, it took concerted effort.  
Gretchen said, “I have to remind myself a lot to listen.  Sometimes my attention span is 
kind of short and so I have to be, like, ‘hey, focus, listen, what are they playing.’”  Linda 
agreed, “I sometimes just lose focus as I’m playing, like, ‘oh, gotta listen;’ so yeah, this 
semester has been really good for me to stay focused on what I’m doing and listening 
helps that.”  There were times during the semester when the members got lost or got off 
from each other.  According to Linda, “Counting mistakes are just really easy to make, 
like, especially if one person messes up counting then it makes the whole group sound 
off;” but “there’s a self-discipline thing, like, if you know how it sounds, if you can hum 
the tune in your head and think of the chord changes, you should know where you are 
most of the time or at least know how to get back on track within one bar.”  Throughout 
the semester the combo members got better at keeping track of and staying with the 
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forms.  Bill commented, “We’ve gotten better at figuring out song forms and staying in 
the form.”  They also had fewer instances where members got lost or got off from one 
another.  Individual playing mistakes weakened the sound of the music; however, as the 
members gained greater focus and control they made fewer mistakes.  There were times, 
especially at the beginning of the semester, when the music was negatively impacted 
because somebody forgot the plan, forgot their part, or played the wrong part.  As the 
semester progressed, the members improved in their capacities to carry out the plan, play 
the right parts, perform at a higher level, make fewer mistakes, and recover more 
efficiently when mistakes were made in the group.  The more self-disciplined the 
members were as musicians, the more control they had over their playing and the more 
self-disciplined and fully-functioning they became.   
Time Management 
Time management was important in the combo.  How well the members managed 
their time affected how much they were able to learn and accomplish as individuals and 
as a group.  The members of the combo were required to attend all of the group’s 
rehearsals and performances.  This was necessary for their individual and collective 
success.  Dr. Bird commented:  
Punctuality—being where you should be when you should be there—I think it 
was Woody Allen who said, ‘most of success in life is about showing up.’ Just 
show up, be where you are supposed to be.  You learn that quick if you are the 
bass player in the combo and you don’t show up.  Nobody’s happy because it 
doesn’t function without you. 
The combo experience helped the members learn responsibility in this regard.  Gretchen 
shared, “It [participating in combo] has helped me be a more dependable person because 
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I have to manage my time in a way that I’ll get to things on time.”  Throughout the 
semester there were only a couple times when members were absent, and in these cases 
the absences were unavoidable.  Having everyone present and punctual contributed to the 
achievement of the combo.  The majority of the members typically arrived early or on 
time, which was beneficial because when members were late the combo lost time they 
needed to get work completed during the rehearsal.  Linda explained:  
Showing up and being on time to rehearsals, it makes a huge difference.  Looking 
back to the times when I’m late and on time, like, the time goes by like that so 
when I’m five minutes late that means I still have ten minutes to set up and then 
ten minutes to take down at the end so I need to be on time so it doesn’t cut into 
our rehearsal time.   
Having said that, there was a somewhat flexible variance to the exact time when rehearsal 
started.  The members usually visited informally and warmed up on their instruments for 
a few minutes before we officially began.  This casual approach helped establish a 
relaxed environment and a good social atmosphere, which was beneficial to the group.  
However, self-discipline in this context meant being wise with how much time was used 
for warming up and visiting. 
In addition to attending rehearsals and performances, being self-disciplined with 
time management included setting aside time for personal practice.  Sonny commented, 
“There’s the personal time invested, I mean, in rehearsal yes, but outside of rehearsal 
learning tunes, learning to play jazz, listening to jazz.  It’s a huge time commitment.”  
Linda concurred:  
There’s no way we could do a lot of these performances if we only spent two 
hours a week in combo doing that stuff.  It takes a lot of personal sacrifice and 
making time in your week to work on all this, and to come up with ideas and to 
come up with arrangements and tunes and everything.  
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With the limited amount of time the combo had for rehearsing together as an ensemble, it 
was necessary for the members to make time for personal practice.  Having self-
discipline meant adequately preparing to participate in the combo.  Bill explained:   
Self-discipline has a lot to do with what you do, not just in the jazz combo but on 
your own, like, if you are motivated to work on your own and do things that will 
help the combo so that when you come and play together you will be more 
prepared and be able to offer more.  
Gretchen concurred, “You need to practice the music, to come prepared, and that takes 
discipline.”  Practicing on their own improved how well the combo members played 
music together.  Scarlet noted, “It’s really important to have the discipline to practice in 
your free time because the band plays so much better.”  She added, “It’s a lot better if you 
can just focus in on the performance itself because everyone just does their job and has 
learned it for themselves.”  All the members practiced outside of the combo setting and 
prepared for playing the music as best they could.   
Besides blocking out time for personal practice, rehearsals, and performances, 
disciplined time management involved effectively using the time they had in each of 
those settings.  There was never enough time to do everything that the members desired 
so creating priorities helped them figure out how to best use the time they had.  Gretchen 
explained, “Managing time and prioritizing is important, especially if you only have an 
hour to rehearse, that’s not a long time to warm up and really get a good rehearsal in.”  
Sonny added, “Knowing what is more important and less important because you can’t 
really waste a lot of time about something that doesn’t really make a big difference.  We 
have to be able to prioritize things that will make the biggest impact.”  In rehearsals and 
personal practice session the members chose to work on what they thought needed the 
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most work.  Noah said, “When it comes to practicing your instrument there are certain 
things that you need to focus on more than others.”  Bill agreed, “Just think about the 
most important things you have to work on and go for those.”  Sometimes this meant 
sacrificing the fun of just jamming together on something they could already do well to 
make progress in areas that needed improvement.  As Linda said, “Not just playing what 
we’re good at but really working on stuff that we’re not good at.”  According to 
Gretchen, in determining what to work on, “you figure out what is most important and 
then you rank them all from that.”  Upcoming performances helped the members 
prioritize during rehearsals.  Bill explained, “Looking at what gigs or concerts we have 
coming up and saying ‘okay we need to work on such and such tune that we’re playing 
Friday because that’s the next thing that’s coming up.’”  Linda concurred, “Tunes we're 
going to do we definitely prioritize those.”  Sonny added: 
When we have a concert and we have to play x amount of tunes and we have two 
rehearsals we’re the ones to decide how to allocate time and we have to say ‘okay 
well these tunes sound better,’ you know, ‘they’re already at a place where they 
sound okay so maybe we work on the ones that sound bad or just do a run through 
of this one to review but spend the majority of our time on this hard one we don’t 
know as well so that we can be prepared.’   
Recognizing weaknesses also helped the members prioritize what they needed to work 
on.  Roy shared, “As much as I’d love to just spend a certain amount of time on each area 
you have to figure out what you don’t know and what you do know and then put time into 
that.”  Noah agreed, “There are certain tunes when I’m practicing for the group that I’ll 
prioritize more than others; or certain times where the chords in one tune, like, I should 
practice those more than another.”  Sometimes managing rehearsal time was not just 
about prioritizing what needed the most work but rather what could be accomplished in 
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the time they had available at the moment.  Gretchen explained, “Instead of ‘oh I need to 
get this done,’ it’s ‘what can I get done with the allotted time that I have;’ and then I feel 
like I’m more productive in that allotted time.”   
In addition to creating priorities, the members noted a few other aspects that 
pertained to self-disciplined time management.  Consistency was important.  For the 
members to improve and become more capable musician it was not enough for them to 
merely work on improvising and skill development once or even sporadically; they had to 
make a constant effort.  Sonny explained:  
Jazz is one of those things where if you’re not consistent with it then it just sort of 
flutters away.  I notice if I don’t practice improvising or something like that for, 
like, a week, I’m less fluid, I’m less able to express the ideas that I want to, it’s 
like there’s an extra layer, like a layer of dust on what I really want to play, and so 
you have to keep up with it, you have to play all the time. 
Similarly, the members needed to be diligent and determined to fix things that were not 
happening as opposed to being okay with issues.  Sonny remarked:    
To be able to improvise you have to be diligent in your practicing and rigid in 
what you do.  You can’t just let stuff fly by, like, ‘oh I missed that change,’ you 
have to tell yourself ‘okay I missed that change and now I’m going to work on it 
and get it next time.’   You have to be strict with yourself that way or you will just 
sound bad forever. 
Communication likewise helped the members manage their time together better.  
Gretchen said:  
Preparation is really key to managing rehearsal time in a combo, and 
communication is really key to that.  So, like, using our time wisely in combos 
when we’re all together rehearsing, we’ve gotten a little bit better at that just 
through emailing whether it’s forms or, like, different ideas.  But, I feel like we 
could be better at it, that’s definitely something that we could improve on.   
 The members were not always focused during rehearsals.  They spent some time 
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just visiting and laughing, and members often noodled on their instruments.  The less 
rigid atmosphere was not a matter of being undisciplined because socializing and 
noodling were an important part of making music in the combo.  Conversely, self-
discipline was a matter of balancing how much time the members spent socializing and 
noodling versus rehearsing and playing music together, and whether members were off 
task while everyone else was trying to discuss and work on things together.  The combo 
members were not perfect at this balance, but learning and working to create the balance 
was a means of developing greater self-discipline, individually, and collectively as a 
combo. 
Discipline related to time management was largely an internal rather than an 
external matter in the combo.  I did not try to force the members to practice their parts on 
their own or to work hard during rehearsals.  The motivation and discipline for personal 
practice outside the combo, and working together to create arrangements and make 
improvements when they were together, came from the individual members.  Gretchen 
noted, “Self-discipline plays a huge role in being motivated to do it because it’s not like 
you have someone on your back, like a conductor, saying alright practice your part, you 
know, you have to be self-motivated and be disciplined to do that.”  The more the 
members discipline was internally motivated instead of externally forced, the more fully-
functioning the members became and the more they were able to accomplish.  Roy 
commented, “I think everyone’s pulled their weight really well.  I’ve never once thought, 
‘oh man they didn’t work on that, they should have,’ or anything like that.  I think 
they’ve always been really ready.”  The members were accountable to one another, even 
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more than me, and this helped them be disciplined in their time management.  Gretchen 
shared: 
It’s definitely helped me with time management and being a dependable person 
because I have other people that hold me accountable that I need to be there for, 
and when you have someone that you need to be accountable to that really helps 
you progress as a person. 
Having said that, even though the members were internally motivated in their time 
management, I helped facilitate how the group utilized some of their time during 
rehearsals.  For instance, when members made more suggestions than there was time to 
implement or experiment with, I usually helped them know which suggestions to focus 
on.  Likewise, when socializing was taking up too much time, I typically steered the 
members back on task.  My aim in facilitating during rehearsals was to not control all the 
occurrences that transpired, but rather to help the members be more effective in managing 
their time.  Because of my help combined with their personal preparations and rehearsal 
efforts, the members were able to accomplish more during the semester; and they were 
able to successfully perform several times.  They learned more tunes and performed more 
times than any other group in the program.  
Leadership 
In the combo, every member was a leader.  They each had to play their parts with 
authority whether they were stating the melody, soloing, or contributing accompaniment 
materials.  Linda said:  
With our own musical roles in the group we have to have our own sense of 
leadership.  Like, Bill [piano] and Noah [guitar] have to be leaders with comping 
and with chords, and, like, where we are in the time I’m [bass] a leader, and same 
with Gretchen [drums], time and feel she’s a leader, so we’re all leaders.   
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In addition to playing their parts with authority, the members demonstrated leadership 
when they selected tunes for the combo to play, composed tunes, contributed ideas for 
arrangements, made suggestions that improved the group’s performances, or performed 
in front of audiences and led those listening on musical journeys.  Linda said, “When we 
each suggested tunes or brought in our own we all took charge of that and how we 
wanted it.  So, that was a chance to be a leader.”  The members led the group when they 
played the melody or improvised a solo. Noah explained: 
There’s always going to be a leader and the leader can change in the group.  It can 
be whoever’s doing the head of the song, and everyone’s got to be listening to 
them, and they’re going to be the most important component of the song for that 
time.  Then it will switch to the soloist, and then that relationship has shifted over 
to the soloist for the same reasons.  Because it shifts so much everyone has to be a 
leader.  
Likewise, fulfilling conducting roles in the combo by initiating texture or dynamic 
changes, guiding the group’s transitions to new sections, directing entrances and endings, 
or helping members who were lost or unsure find their place and know what to play 
involved leadership.  Sonny commented: 
There are times when it’s, like, we are lost in a tune but you remember where we 
are and that is your opportunity to say, folks, this is where it is.  It doesn’t have to 
be you the entire time, but I think that we each are given that opportunity to 
dictate the direction of what is happening, either because everyone is lost and you 
remember or because you have a good idea or whatever. 
Because I was present during all the rehearsals and performances, and because the group 
worked cooperatively, no one in the combo identified any specific member as the person 
in charge of the group.  Bill said, “In the combo, I don’t think we had a leader among us 
as the musicians who’s over the whole combo, we’re all just working together, you know, 
and we all understand each other’s roles.”  Even though I was the authority figure in the 
 172     
 
room, the members and I were collectively in charge of the combo, so leadership was 
generated internally by each individual rather than externally by me.  All the members in 
the group were self-disciplined leaders when they fulfilled their individual 
responsibilities and worked with the other members of the group to create and perform 
music.   
 Decision Making 
Making decisions was part of being a self-disciplined leader in the combo.  Noah 
commented, “To be the decision maker in the group is to be that role as a 
leader.”  Gretchen said, “Leadership skills are important because you need to make 
decisions if you want to progress.  If you want to develop as a group things need to 
happen.”  Scarlet explained:   
You’re not going to get anything accomplished in the combo if you don’t have 
someone that takes charge and is, like, ‘yeah that’s a good idea.’  So, it’s 
important.  You need to have personalities in the group that have enough 
leadership to get stuff done; otherwise you are just going to have a jam session, or 
you can’t decide on anything so you won’t even start playing music.  You have to 
have someone get the ball rolling, and then once the ball is rolling ideas start 
flowing.  That’s why leadership is especially important.   
Besides collectively making determinations about the music as a group, the members 
continuously made decisions as they were playing the music.  Gretchen noted, 
“Sometimes you have to make decisions right on the spot and you don’t have time to 
think about it for a while.”  The choices members made while playing either benefited or 
hurt the sound of the group.  Gretchen commented:   
You have to make split second decisions on what you think would be the best for 
the group; and when you make decisions that may be more selfish, like, ‘oh this is 
all about me’ it hurts the unity and everything in the group, you don’t sound as 
good together. 
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When the members made choices in their playing that benefited the group they exhibited 
self-disciplined leadership.   
Having a personal vision, along with an understanding of the combo’s collective 
vision for how the music should sound, helped the members make good decisions.  
Knowing and contributing to the group’s collective vision was part of being a leader in 
the combo.  Gretchen explained:  
A big part of leadership is having a vision of what you want to be and then 
sharing that vision with others.  In a combo setting everyone has, like, a personal 
vision of ‘okay I want to be this much of a better player, I want to improve in this 
area and this area,’ and then there’s also a combined vision for the group itself.   
Similarly, self-disciplined leadership meant listening to and communicating with the 
other members.  Gretchen said, “It takes a lot of communication skills, which is really 
important in leadership.  You have to be willing to listen to others.”  The members 
demonstrated leadership when they were open to each other’s ideas and 
contributions.  Scarlet pointed out, “Leadership isn’t just about telling people what to do 
it’s also about understanding people and listening.”  She said: 
People are going to get annoyed in the jazz combo if you just are always telling 
people what to do and you won’t listen if someone else has a good idea.  So, 
people have to not only be able to contribute ideas and be a go getter, try to get 
something done, get the gigs and sound good enough for them, but you also have 
to have people that are willing to listen and be humble enough to change when 
someone has a point. 
As a soloist, Roy determined that this meant directing where he desired the combo to go 
while also listening to the other members and allowing them to influence the combo’s 
direction as well.  He said:     
When I’m soloing, right then I’m in charge and I need to keep everyone going, 
and balance between being confident in what I’m doing and also going in their 
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direction.  So, not being so much of a dictator that it’s going to go my way no 
matter what but also taking in everyone’s influences and then trying to figure out 
which direction to go.  In a leadership position, I think you listen to everyone and 
figure out the different ways it can go and then in the end you have to make the 
final say, but really everyone’s leading. 
The members demonstrated self-disciplined leadership when they communicated well 
verbally, non-verbally, and musically so that everyone’s input was understood and 
subsequently part of the members’ collective vision for the combo. 
Leading and Following 
Leadership in the combo included following the other members of the group in 
addition to leading the group.  Noah commented, “Everyone has to know when to step 
out and lead and when to follow, and that dynamic is constantly changing.”  This was 
partly because everyone had opportunities to lead the group as a soloist, and everyone 
took turns following the soloist as they contributed accompaniment materials.  However, 
even when a member was leading the group by playing the melody or soloing they still 
needed to consider and in many cases follow the input of the members playing the 
accompaniment.  Similarly, those playing accompaniment parts needed to follow the 
soloists with a sense of authority as they contributed their own complementary parts.  So, 
while playing, all the members had to lead out in the way that they contributed their own 
ideas but also follow the suggestions of others.  Consequently, self-disciplined leadership 
meant leading and following at the same time.  Dr. Bird commented:  
You have to learn how to be a team player, at the same time exhorting 
leadership.  It’s kind of an interesting challenge to be right- and left-brained and 
also leader and follower at the same time because everybody in the combo is a 
leader to an extent.  You have to be able to lead out but you also have to be able 
to say ‘okay, I’m going there with you,’ and so it’s learning how to work together 
in a team way but also to be able to provide leadership into that. 
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According to Gretchen, following with a sense of leadership involved humility.  She said, 
“You need to be a humble person; you need to be willing to do the things you ask people 
to do yourself.”  Scarlet agreed, “Humility is one of the biggest things; to be humble 
enough to learn from each other and recognize you don’t have all the greatest ideas and 
let the ideas come to you.”  The combo helped the members develop humility as leaders.  
Gretchen said, “That attribute of a leader, really being humble and knowing that it’s not 
all about them, being in a combo really helps develop that attribute.”  Humbly leading, 
while also following, took self-discipline; and the more the members were able to do this 
the more fully-functioning they became, and the more person-centered the combo 
community was.   
 Dependability and Trust 
Being a self-disciplined leader in the group meant being dependable.  Sonny said, 
“You have to show up.  We have to trust you to show up to rehearsals and gigs and that 
sort of thing.  Trusting you to play your part and do the work that it requires.”  Each 
member’s playing affected the sound of the group, so they all needed to contribute in a 
synergistic way.  The members depended on each other to appropriately play within the 
stylistic and formal boundaries of the tune, and to follow the group’s collective vision for 
its performance.  As Noah commented, “You all kind of have to depend upon each other 
to play within the tune you’re playing, and to play within the idiom of the tune that 
you’re playing.”  Furthermore, the members’ parts were all unique, important, and 
interrelated.  Subsequently, no one person could carry the ensemble alone, so they were 
dependent upon each other.  Sonny commented: 
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Dependability is important because you’re the only one doing what you’re doing 
in the band.  Like, there’s only one drummer.  If the drummer doesn’t show up, 
well now we have no drummer.  So, everyone else depends on you to play your 
role, and to play it well.  If you don’t do it then no one else is going to and that 
amount of pressure forces you to be better.  A combo is really revealing in that 
way. 
When combo members took solos they relied on the rhythm section to back them up and 
help them sound good.  Bill said, “Especially if you’re in the rhythm section, everyone is 
relying on you.  You’re playing the chords, or you’re giving the rhythm or that kind of 
thing, you have that responsibility.”  Roy felt that the combo was benefited because the 
rhythm section was dependable.  He said:    
I never really have to worry about the rhythm section just because they’re all 
really good.  I’ve never really had to worry about them falling out from under me 
or not helping me do the best I can.  But, if they weren’t doing that, this would be 
terrible, so I’m really glad we have some people that are dependable. 
In addition to relying on the rhythm section, they all counted on the members stating the 
melody, contributing background lines, or playing the solo to do so well.  Linda (bass) 
commented: 
I’m depending on other musicians in this group to come knowing the head 
[melody] because I’m not going to be able to play the head off the top.  I’m 
expecting me and Gretchen [drums] to have a good sense of time, and Bill [piano] 
and Noah [guitar] to be able to work on their comping and stuff, so it all sounds 
good.  We all depend on each other.  They depend on me for help with time and 
outlining changes.  So, it would be really crappy if I just dropped the ball on them 
and was like ‘okay guys good luck;’ or vice versa—it’s the same with everyone—
or, like, Scarlet just not singing in tune or something.  That would make our group 
sound bad. 
Being dependable, self-disciplined leaders in the group helped foster trust 
amongst the members, which in turn produced unity in the combo.  Gretchen noted, 
“Becoming more unified all comes down to that level of trust that we’ve gained in each 
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other;” and “when you are dependable people can count on you—that you’ll come to 
rehearsal, that you’ll have your music, that you’ll have your act together—they can trust 
you.”  For Gretchen, being accountable to the other members meant that if she said she 
would do something then she would follow through: 
When I say I’m going to do it then I really try to do it.  That has definitely come 
partially from the combo experience because if someone shoots out an idea, like, 
‘oh yeah, let’s play this song, oh there’s not a chart for it we’ve got to listen to it,’ 
it’s like, ‘okay, I’m going to listen to it’ and then I’ve got to go and I’ve got to 
listen to it.  So, that has really helped me have more integrity to my word. 
Gretchen felt that the combo experience helped her become a more dependable person 
because she was accountable to her fellow musicians.  She said, “It’s helped me to be 
more accountable to myself because I have to be accountable to other people.  I try to be 
accountable and dependable to the other players in our combo; I think that’s helped me to 
take more accountability.”  According to Scarlet, being dependable was more important 
than being talented:   
I’ve learned that I’d rather play with somebody that’s dependable than someone 
that’s really good and you don’t know if they’re going to show up.  Because, a 
dependable trumpet player that’s okay is a lot better than a trumpet player that 
doesn’t show up, like, no trumpet player at all.  So, dependability really is key.   
Gretchen related being dependable with being supportive, communicative, and prepared 
as a musician: 
It really goes along with supporting and communication and leadership that 
people can depend on you, they can trust that you are going to have all your 
things together, that you’re going to be there when they play something cool or 
when they play something or they want to grow [in intensity or dynamically 
during a solo], they trust that you are listening and that you are going to be there. 
Linda added, “As musicians, I’m trusting them; like, it’s not fun to be in a group that 
doesn’t sound good.  I’m trusting all of us that we’re all going to go in there and work our 
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hardest, put our best effort in, like, 110 percent.”  When the members shared their ideas 
verbally or musically they took various degrees of personal risk, but trust amongst the 
members made taking those risks easier.  Gretchen commented: 
Especially in a combo setting, it’s important to develop a relationship of trust with 
the people that you are playing with.  It really helps in the development and 
progress of the group because people are more willing to take risks, because they 
know that, ‘okay these people are taking this risk with me and if it fails it’s going 
to be fine, like, they’ve got my back.’ So, dependability is really important. 
Scarlet added, “I like playing with people that I can trust are going to make me sound 
good, so that’s really important, to have somebody that’s a good player and you can trust 
them to support you and sound good.”  By contrast, not working with the other members 
of the group, or forgetting a plan and not being reliable sometimes damaged the level of 
trust that existed amongst the members of the ensemble.  Noah explained:  
A lot of times when we would be playing together in the group I would tell Bill ‘I 
want to take the comping on this part or I’ll take the head and you take the first 
solo, I’ll take the second solo,’ and then as we started playing he would forget and 
I’m just, like, ‘man, like, I’m kind of mad right now.’  That was certainly 
something I kept thinking about every time we’d play because I always felt like, 
‘man, he’s not going to stop comping.’  So, there was an amount of trust lost in 
that component in our group; because if it was really together then he would allow 
us to have that tradeoff and allow the both of us to shine through and make the 
changes of the songs more apparent. 
Trust resulted when the members were dependable, self-disciplined leaders.     
Developing Leadership 
Because of the need for individual leadership and dependability in the combo, the 
members became greater leaders and more reliable persons throughout the semester.  Dr. 
Bird explained: 
Playing in a small group develops a lot of independence as a musician.  You have 
to step up because nobody is going to cover it if you don’t, and there is a great 
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strength to that.  You have to learn to start taking ownership and leadership, and 
realizing that there is an autonomy in a small group that doesn’t exist in a larger 
group when you have a conductor or somebody that is calling all the shots.  In a 
small group, you have to be part of the solution and you have to come up with 
creative ideas and contribute in meaningful ways, in creative ways, which is one 
of the best developmental things the kids can be involved with.  
Scarlet concurred that the small-group setting forced her to exuberate leadership.  She 
said: 
The combo just makes me a better leader in my everyday life altogether, because 
it brings it out in me in that smaller group setting.  When I’m in big groups, I kind 
of just sit back until I’m needed.  In smaller groups, when decisions are being 
made, it forces me to kind of take on that personally, like, I want to help make 
choices that I think are the smartest, so it has helped me be a better leader and be 
more accountable. 
Collaborating with one another in the combo helped the members develop leadership.  
Linda shared:   
This combo has helped my leadership because I’ve collaborated more; and it 
gives me a chance to step into a leadership role more than other classes.  There’s 
only a small number of us so you have to lead, whereas other classes, like 
orchestra, have a 100 plus students; it’s like a teacher-student class and this is 
more of like a student collaboration class.  
Similarly, the opportunity to make decisions helped the members develop as leaders.  
Gretchen explained:    
I think a combo experience is honestly one of the best places to develop 
leadership because you have to make decisions.  The combo has helped me with 
being more of a decision maker, being more proactive in making decisions and in 
doing things.  It’s made me have more of a vision of where I want to go and a 
vision of what we can do together, that it’s a group effort. 
 Most of the combo members had more reserved or timid personalities, so taking charge 
was not always easy for them, but they grew personally as they made the self-disciplined 
effort to lead.  Noah commented, “Sometimes you have to have the discipline within 
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yourself to be the leader in the group and to really play out and serve your role in the 
group when I would oftentimes want to be a little bit quieter.”  Doing so helped Noah 
improve his leadership skills.  He explained, “That role as a leader, it’s something that 
I’m trying to push more when it comes to jazz music and the combos have definitely 
facilitated that, this group of players at least.”  As the members developed leadership and 
played their parts more authoritatively, the music improved.  For instance, there was a 
sizable difference in the group’s musical output when Linda (bass) and Gretchen (drums) 
started playing the groove more authoritatively.  Sonny noted:  
The thing that I think was like a magical miracle was the time between the bass 
and the drums, and especially Gretchen, like, the rehearsal before and, like, the 
actual concert suddenly she was just playing out, and it was awesome—before she 
was really timid—and it really brought the whole thing to life, you know, with the 
drummer it’s what you need. 
The more the members grew as leaders in the combo, the more fully-functioning and self-
disciplined they personally became, and the more the ensemble functioned as a person-
centered learning community.  Consequently, their music improved.     
Social Skills 
In the combo the members became more fully-functioning and self-disciplined as 
they improved their social skills and cultivated friendships.  Playing music in rehearsals 
and performing with the combo was a social experience.  Subsequently, the combo was a 
place where social skills were developed.  Noah explained: 
It is a very social thing to be playing in front of people and to be playing with 
people.  Without the social skills of confidence and communication you’re not 
going to be able to be confident and communicate in a musical sense too because 
it’s just an extension of that.  The more social skills you have the better you are 
able to put yourself out there and play into that confidence.  Because of that, 
music can lend itself into developing those social skills and developing yourself.   
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Being social and personable with one another contributed to the combo’s person-centered 
atmosphere and cooperative music making.  Sonny said, “You can’t be an A-social jazz 
musician because you have to play with people.”  Scarlet agreed, “You just want to be 
able to play with people that are easy to work with and you have to have good social 
skills to be easy to work with.”  According to Sonny, it is preferable to work with a less 
accomplished musician that has great personal skills than a great musician with poor 
social skills:  
I would rather work with a person that is nice and compliant and constructive than 
a person that is wow, fabulous, excellent, but like a butt to work with; just 
because it’s a collective group effort and so if there is a sour apple then it is a real 
bummer.  And, there aren’t, not in our combo.   
Having good social skills in the combo did not mean fitting into a certain personality 
mold, but rather interacting well with the other members of the group and the audiences 
they performed for.  Scarlet explained, “There’s not one acceptable personality for jazz 
but there is an acceptable sort of etiquette if you are playing in a group.”  She added, 
“Your characterization, your personality, doesn’t matter as much as, like, you’ve learned 
how to be a courteous human being.  So, you have to be easy to work with.”   
As part of the socialization that happened in the combo, the members and I spent 
time before, after, and during rehearsals visiting.  Sometimes during rehearsals the 
talking was excessive to the point that needed rehearsal time was forfeited, but for the 
most part this was not the case.  Visiting and even joking with one another in non-down-
to-business types of ways helped the combo become a person-centered community.  By 
interacting through talking and laughing the members connected with one another and 
bonded.  Gretchen commented, “It’s always good to have some time, maybe five to ten 
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minutes, for people to just socialize.”  She added, “That’s really important in a combo, to 
get to know the people you are playing with, because, then you can connect better with 
them; so, having that time to socialize is important.”   
In addition to socializing through visiting the members socialized by playing the 
music.  Gretchen said, “It’s like the social talking aspect verbally and then the socializing 
nonverbally through music.”  Scarlet considered the jazz combo a greater social situation 
because the members communicated musically.  She said, “Having freedom to 
communicate musically with each instrumentalist, and kind of converse in that medium, 
that’s probably my favorite thing, and it’s more social.”  Socializing through playing the 
music allowed the members to gain additional insights about one another and come to 
know each other in unique ways.  Sonny commented, “You develop friendships in music 
in a different way than anywhere else because I feel like when you play music with 
someone, especially if they are improvising, you feel like you get to know them.”  This 
was even the case with listening to professional musicians improvise.  Dr. Bird 
explained:  
You go to a concert and you listen to somebody you don’t know at all and you 
feel like you know them more afterwards.  I mean we listen to all these people in 
the jazz world, it’s a small world, but we talk about each other like we know each 
other, I mean, ‘oh yeah, Miles, you know, he’s a friend,’ ‘oh yeah, I know 
‘Trane.’ 
Sonny agreed, “There are famous musicians that I have just listened to like John 
Coltrane, I feel like I know him because I have listened to so much John Coltrane.”  The 
members connected with each other through playing to the point that they did not need to 
know each other’s backgrounds to have meaningful and natural relationships.  Roy 
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commented:  
I don’t know too much about everyone but we’ve worked together so much that, 
like, anytime I see them it’s not weird at all to have a conversation with them 
even though I don’t know too much about their background.  It’s like we know 
each other so well anyway because we play together.   
Roy commented, “Working with people that you don’t know super well and then coming 
to learn about them afterword, like, it’s kind of backwards.”  He added, “Like, I learned 
way more about their playing before I learned about the people.  So, it was cool learning 
how to work with people without knowing them super well, and then come to know the 
people you’re working with.”  Getting to know each other through the music helped the 
members understand one another on a different level because some aspects of the 
members’ personalities came out differently in their playing than they did in verbal 
conversations.  As Roy said, “Knowing their personality through their playing, and even 
if they talk and act completely different from how they play, like still being able to see 
that under there.”    
Because the members had to interact with each other to make music, the combo 
experience provided many opportunities for developing greater social skills.  Sonny said, 
“It forces you to deal with people, that’s how it helps you to develop it [social 
skills].  You have to know how to tactfully say ‘oh that was wrong, let’s play it this way’ 
or ‘good job,’ you know.”   
Scarlet said, “In a group setting you learn how to be kind to one another.”  
Additionally, the members had many opportunities to develop social skills as they 
interacted with the audience members at their performances.  Gretchen said, “As a combo 
you’re going out and you’re doing performances at other places and you come across so 
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many people in that process.  So, it provides a lot of opportunities to be socially 
interactive and make those connections with people.”  Dr. Bird added, “There are social 
skills that we deal with in performance because of how we speak and interact with an 
audience; and then in terms of how we speak and interact after the concert is over 
because everybody wants to come and talk to you.”  Interacting with individuals they met 
at their shows helped the members learn how to better connect and interact with people 
they had never met before.  Gretchen commented, “That helps us gain those skills of how 
to socialize with someone that you just barely met and how to build a connection with 
that person in a limited amount of time.”  For Gretchen, developing social skills in the 
combo gave her social confidence in other settings:   
It definitely helped me to become more proactive.  Like, getting to know other 
people has kind of given me the confidence that when I’m somewhere else, like in 
a class or something, to start talking to some person I’m sitting by and get to 
know them better and everything.  It’s helped me in those skills of just talking to 
strangers or building a connection with someone through maybe, like, one thing 
that is common. 
The more the members gained the ability to work and connect with others socially the 
more fully-functioning and self-disciplined they became.  
Positive and Supportive Attitudes    
The social, cooperative, and person-centered atmosphere of the group was 
enhanced by positive, supportive, and caring attitudes.  As Noah said, “You have to have 
that empathy for each other and know that you are all on the same team.”  Gretchen 
commented, “One thing that I really, really like about this combo is everyone is so 
positive, and I think that really helps with being unified.”  Having positive and supportive 
attitudes was a form of self-discipline that benefited the combo.  We cheered each other 
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on, shared compliments and encouraging comments, apologized, and gave forgiveness 
over little mistakes or misunderstandings (no big incidents ever occurred), expressed 
gratitude by saying thank you, and respected one another’s opinions and ideas.  As Bill 
said, we demonstrated support and caring by “trying to help each other lug stuff, and 
helping people take things down and set stuff up.”  Gretchen commented, “It shows when 
someone gives an idea and we talk about that idea, or we give feedback, or someone 
wants to do something and we’re like ‘yeah let’s do it, let’s try it.’  I think that really 
shows care and support.”  Bill noted that “looking at each other while we’re playing” 
showed support because “we’re trying to listen and see what each other are doing, we’re 
interested in what the other person is playing.”  The members gave support when they 
helped each other learn and understand concepts and improve in their playing.  Dr. Bird 
offered: 
[Being] supportive and encouraging, helping, lifting, and teaching, ‘do it this way, 
watch what I’m doing here, follow me;’ we see that a lot in the jazz world, people 
who are happy to be helpful and mutually supportive of each other, and in a 
combo there is that mutual support. 
As they helped each other, Gretchen noticed that “they give constructive criticism but not 
in a way that hurts the person.” 
The members supported each other when they struggled with a weakness, got lost, 
or made mistakes.  Roy shared:  
Even though I’ll make mistakes on coming in at the wrong time and stuff like 
that, they’re always ready to just pick up and push it back in like it’s no big deal, 
just keep going, ‘thanks guys.’ So, I think we’re always just ready for each other, 
ready to not let each other fall off the edge of the cliff if we do something weird. 
The members had to work within the confines of each other’s strengths and weaknesses.   
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Gretchen said, “I think everyone knows that okay, like, nobody’s perfect, everybody 
makes mistakes and that’s okay, but we can work through those mistakes together, it’s 
that kind of an attitude.”  Dr. Bird added, “You know each other’s weaknesses and you 
know each other’s strengths, and you love each other anyway, and you work together.”  
Sometimes working within the confines of each other’s weaknesses and mistakes fostered 
the need for or development of patience.  Dr. Bird commented, “Learning how to be 
perfect within an environment of imperfection, that’s the challenge.  Boy if nothing was 
around to antagonize you or bother you or disturb your efforts to be perfect it would be so 
much easier.” 
Sonny added: 
Dealing with people’s strengths and people’s weaknesses with an air of charity, 
realizing that it is difficult for anyone; so, some of us that are newer at it, we just 
have patience with them and we help them any way we can, and we all grow 
together. 
Roy felt that even though he was less experienced the combo members were all good to 
him; they supported and cared for him.  He said: 
They all seem nice and even though they all know that I’m learning they don’t 
treat me like I’m a weak link, and that’s really cool.  I think it’s helped me to 
grow a lot working with them, even though they know that I’m learning they’ll 
still respond to me and let me take it in directions I want to go, which is so cool of 
them.  So, I’ve loved it and they’ve been really awesome about everything. 
In their arrangements the members showed support and caring by equally passing 
around solo opportunities; and as members improvised those solos the remaining combo 
personnel did their best to help each other be successful and sound as good as possible.  
Roy commented, “I think the rhythm section does a lot of that [supporting and caring for 
others] because when we’re soloing over them all they are trying to do is make us sound 
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good the whole time.”  Sonny added: 
There is a time when you are a soloist and there is a time when you’re definitely 
not; and when you are not a soloist you have to think ‘what am I doing that 
contributes to how the soloist sounds’ because if the soloist sounds good then we 
all sound good. 
As the drummer of the group, Gretchen concurred that the rhythm section focused on 
helping the soloists sound their best: 
When people are soloing they’re the star, they’re the ones that are telling this cool 
story or something and so you need to give your attention to them, you need to 
support them completely and do your best to help them grow, to help them just 
shine, it’s their moment to play what they are going to play. 
Roy noticed how supportive Gretchen, in particular, was of the soloists.  He said, 
“Sometimes I’ll watch Gretchen and she is just like staring at whoever is soloing and just 
ready to match or respond to anything.  It’s cool because she is an individual doing her 
own thing but also trying to help the group as a whole.”   
Learning how to be supportive was a process which helped the members become 
more self-disciplined and fully-functioning.  Over the course of the semester, the 
members figured out how to supportively accompany each other during their solos.  Roy 
explained:  
They’ve [group members] always been pretty caring about each other but they’ve 
figured out more and more how to help carry and support each other.  Even if you 
want to help someone or do something with a solo you have to know how to do it 
and that’s where the bulk of it has come from.   
Having supportive and caring feelings led the members to listen to each other better and 
interact more, which helped them figure out how to create a better musical production.  
Gretchen said: 
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Part of it comes in the aspect of when we’re playing we’re all listening to each 
other more, you can tell that because we’re a tighter group.  That comes because 
people care more about what other people are playing, they care more about each 
other and they support what people are playing as well.   
Gretchen agreed that the more they got to know one another, the more they cared for one 
another, which made supporting each other’s playing in the music even more natural: 
As you start to get to know people, as you start talking about music, as you start 
to play with them more you are building a connection with them; and I feel like 
when you build connections, overtime you get deeper connections with those 
people, and you care about them more; and so when it’s their turn to be the star, to 
show off their stuff, you’re, like, yeah you got this, and they trust that you are 
going to help them out and that you support them. 
For Scarlet and Noah, working with members in the combo helped them develop feelings 
of empathy and greater understanding.  Scarlet admitted that “in the past it’s been hard 
for me to understand instrumentalists;” but in the combo “I am empathetic and I seek to 
understand people more.  When you seek to play music in order to express emotion then 
you just appreciate people better.  Noah, also considered the combo experience as having 
made him “a little bit more empathetic; it’s just made me a little bit more aware of people 
and, like, focusing on their strengths and on their weaknesses and trying to bring people 
up more rather than ignore them.”  
The combo members extended their self-disciplined natures to caring about the 
audiences they performed for.  When they performed they had the goal of being more 
concerned for those they were performing for than drawing attention to themselves.  This 
helped elevate their performances.  Scarlet noted, “You have to be doing it as an 
outreach—you have to pull something out of you to be able to put it out for someone—
and that’s what makes it good.”  She further explained: 
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Jazz is about sharing understanding, that’s why it was created in the first place.  If 
you don’t really care about the people around you then it’s really only going to 
hurt yourself; you only get what you give.  That’s especially true for jazz music.  
If you’re only giving out to be selfish and to look good then people are going to 
be like ‘wow that person is so into themselves, that’s so annoying.’   
Linda said, “That’s just kind of what this group has become, like we all in a sense look 
out for each other, like we all say hi in the halls.”  This was somewhat unusual.  As a 
senior at the school, Linda had participated in several groups throughout her 
undergraduate semester, but none of them had bonded the ways the members of this 
group did.  With some of the groups, Linda did not even know all the members names or 
felt awkward about saying hi when she saw them in the halls on campus.  She shared, 
“There are some combos that I’ve played with where I’m, like, ‘I forgot your name,’ like, 
‘do I say hi, do I pretend like I’m doing something on my phone,’ which I have done 
that.”  This group was not that way with one another.  According to Linda, “This group is 
just really good about looking out for each other in a way, musically too.”  Because of 
that Linda indicated that “I would not be afraid to ask anyone in this group like a musical 
question, like, so what are we doing here.”   
As the members made efforts to be supporting and caring of one another, and look 
outwards when they might desire to turn inwards, they became more self-disciplined and 
fully-functioning.  Likewise, approaching the social situations of the combo with such 
person-centered attitudes helped the members develop feelings of care and concern for 
one another.  As a result the combo functioned better, and the music excelled to higher 
levels. 
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Selflessness  
In addition to supporting and caring for one another, the social atmosphere in the 
combo was greatly enhanced by selfless actions and attitudes.  Dr. Bird suggested, “The 
combo is bigger than self, and we always subjugate certain things of self for the good of 
the whole product, the whole combo.”  Subsequently, he suggested that being part of the 
combo “helps to develop selflessness.  You have to think about what the others are trying 
to say and do and how you can help them do it, which is a mutually supportive kind of 
thing.”  To selflessly contribute to the group the members needed to be more concerned 
about the group’s overall musical output, helping their fellow musicians, and serving and 
uplifting the audience, rather than receiving personal recognition.  Bill commented, “Just 
not thinking that it’s all about you.”  “Sonny added, “You have to be selfless and not 
really, like, ‘oh look at me I can play the saxophone doodaloodaloo’ [sings a little thing 
and air fingers the saxophone as he does it].”  This meant, at times, sacrificing personal 
desires to better serve a tune’s performance.  Gretchen shared: 
You have to sacrifice a lot of the things that you think are cool or will really 
showoff your own skills as a drummer to help it be more about the group, more 
about the music that you are playing, the melody, the storyline of this song, and 
that’s hard sometimes I think.   
Noah agreed, “I want to show everybody how good I am but it’s more about the purpose 
of the song in both of those aspects and not just about you; and I think that’s something 
that has been developed a lot in the jazz combos I play in.”  Sometimes the part Noah 
contributed was not something he considered the most fun or the most flashy: “like, I 
don’t always want to play, Freddie Green [technique for strumming chords] but, you 
know, it’s to serve a greater purpose than yourself, it’s to serve the song.”  According to 
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Noah, for the group’s success each member needed to “be aware of your own ego and 
that want to really showcase yourself” because sometimes it was important “to remove 
yourself from it and serve the greater purpose of the song.”  Gretchen concurred, “You 
can’t be prideful, you need to be humble and know that things are not always going to be 
your way, it’s not all about you.”  Limiting how long a solo was demonstrated this sort of 
selfless restraint.  According to Bill, “If you play your instrument too loud or take a solo 
that goes on forever or something then it’s not really in the best interest of the combo or 
the performance.”  Roy commented, “When you want to take a super long solo on 
something you’ve got to keep in mind what everyone else wants to do and how you’re all 
working together.”  Noah added, “If I only have like two choruses to play a solo, I have 
to have the constraint within myself to create a story within that limited amount of time.”  
Selfless attitudes improved the music.  Roy shared, “We function a lot more as a unit now 
because I’m not thinking as much about myself as I am about us as a whole, and we’ve 
gotten so we’re less functioning as individuals and more as a group.”  Selflessness helped 
the combo function as a person-centered learning community.  
Developing Friendships 
Playing music in the combo facilitated the building of friendships.  Gretchen 
noted, “I think it [playing in the combo] really helps you learn how you can build 
friendships even though it’s based on, like, ‘oh we both play music, cool.’”  As the 
members and I socialized in the combo we gradually became a group of friends and by 
the end of the semester we shared a strong camaraderie.  Roy mentioned, “I’ve made 
friends with everyone else in there and they’re all great.  We’ve just gotten close and 
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gotten good at what we’re doing and it’s been great. I would do it over and over again.”  
Linda thought the camaraderie was exceptionally strong and a little unusual for school 
groups.  She said, “I think we’ve all ended up as friends, like, why, I don’t know because 
other groups that I’ve been in haven’t ended up this close, like, yeah close, but not, like, 
yeah let’s hangout this summer and jam and do stuff.”  The group bonded to the point 
that they desired to keep in touch and continue playing music together after the semester 
ended; and, for some of the members, particularly the female members, becoming friends 
meant socializing and doing things together during the semester outside the combo 
setting.  Linda said, “I have done stuff with them outside of school; like, me and 
Gretchen we’ll hang out sometimes and go jam or something, or like I’ve helped Scarlet 
on projects, so it’s just part of being classmates and musicians together.”  Through the 
friendships they developed real feelings of concern for each other.  Sonny said, “You just 
become friends if you play music together for long enough, so you develop a genuine 
concern and a care for the people that you play with and you desire their well-being 
because they are your friends.”  Linda really appreciated the friendships that were 
created: 
I feel like the friends I’ve made in this combo have been, like, really cool, great 
friends.  Like, I talk to them when I’m doing my homework and stuff.  They’re 
definitely people I would hang out with outside of school, which is always nice to 
find, people that I’d hang out with outside of class. 
Noah likewise valued gaining new friends by participating in the combo:      
I kind of went from not really caring about a lot of the people in the group, not 
really knowing them, having really no reason to give them much thought, into 
being friends and being somebody that I can sit next to in master class or talk 
about this record or that record with, just being somebody that I’m, like, 
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comfortable with, you know, and just somebody that I could talk to outside of the 
combo. 
These friendships developed over the course of the semester.  When we first met 
as a combo the members were not very familiar with one another.  Bill said, “I feel like I 
just built up, to some extent, some old friendships” because of previous associations he 
had with some of the members from prior classes or ensembles; but most of the members 
were not previously acquainted.  Sonny said, “I don’t think I knew any of them, I think I 
had seen Linda because she is in orchestra and I knew Scarlet but only roughly, I was like 
second tenor and she is over there singing.  So, we started off as strangers basically.”  
Linda similarly mentioned: 
I don’t think I really knew anyone.  Like, I’d seen people before.  I’d seen Sonny 
obviously in orchestra and Gretchen I’d seen in combo master class, but I’d never 
actually talked to anyone before, so it started out just playing with strangers, like, 
normal, but it’s ended up playing with friends, and that’s been really fun.  
Some of the members were somewhat intimidated by not knowing each other when the 
combo first began rehearsing.  However, those feelings went away as the group started 
playing music and getting to know one another.  Gretchen shared: 
At first I was just kind of like ‘okay, who are these people,’ like, ‘how am I ever 
going to get to know them,’ we’re just playing music,’ ‘okay I’ll just play my 
groove: ding-chiga-ding-chiga-ding-chiga-ding’ [sings fast ride cymbal swing 
pattern].  But, now I feel like it’s definitely just, like, we’re a group of friends that 
love playing music together.  I definitely feel like I’ve grown to know them a lot 
better and we’ve grown to be friends. 
There were a few contributing elements for the friendships that developed.  
Sharing similar interests in jazz music was one.  Bill said, “It’s because we all like jazz, 
you know; and so we are doing it together and it just kind of naturally evolves out of 
that.  A great way of bonding with people is doing something that you enjoy together.”  
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Scarlet agreed that the combo members became friends “because likeminded people 
become friends.”  She explained that “in our combo we’re just likeminded people that 
attracted; we’re just in this niche and so it’s really easy to talk to each other about things 
that we like.”  Noah added, “To have that common goal of making music, it brings 
people who have similar interests together, so it just really facilitates that.” 
Because the group was small, it was easy for everyone in the combo to become 
acquainted.  This helped the friendships form as well.  Sonny said, “I think that it’s a lot 
more personal between the band members [in a combo], you know, you develop a 
comradery and a friendship in a way that you don’t in a larger group, or a more formal 
group.”  Plus, they spent a lot of time performing and rehearsing together so it was 
natural for the members to get comfortable and then become friends. Noah explained, “It 
lets you meet people and really get to know them because it forces you to be doing things 
with them all the time;” so “as we kept playing together and, like, kept playing all of 
these performances together we just became friends with each other, which is 
significant.”   
Hearing each other contribute musical ideas sparked feelings of respect that led to 
friendship.  Sonny commented, “Through getting to know each other musically and in 
conversations that we have, we sort of get to know them and learn to respect them as 
musicians and people.  It’s a bonding experience.  Music is always like that.”  Gretchen 
concurred, “With music, when you’re interested in what they are playing that’s where the 
friendships all started, that listening and becoming interested.”  She elaborated:  
The start of the friendships in the combo for me was through playing with them.  
That kind of sparked it, like, ‘whoa that was super cool,’ and then that evolved to 
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more of a get to know you, like, ‘oh where are you from,’ like, all that stuff.  It 
was really that feeling of, like, ‘wow, Sonny just played something super cool,’ 
like, I’m interested, I want to know more; and, when you become more interested 
in other people you are able to understand them better and connect with them 
better.   
For instance, Linda [bass] and Gretchen [drums] became friends because they loved how 
it felt when they locked in and played time well together.  Gretchen commented, “With 
Linda, just because I have to make sure I’m in time with her, when we were able to play 
together it just felt really good [she air drums playing quarter notes on the ride cymbal as 
she says this].” 
Joking and lovingly teasing one another helped foster feelings of comradery.  
Scarlet commented, “We just had a camaraderie; we’re just joking around friends, 
throwing out fun songs to play.”  Laughter was a regular part of our daily activities; and 
the members carried this fun-loving atmosphere to the stage with them, at times 
interacting with the audience in silly ways.  This sort of thing regularly occurred during 
rehearsals:    
Scarlet: “yeah, or even a schmaltzy opening” 
We laugh and joke about Bill giving Scarlet a schmaltzy opening.  
Me: “are you schmaltzy Bill?” 
Sonny: “give me the schmaltz” [he says this with a funny old man accident] 
Scarlet: “turn on the schmaltz” 
[more laughs] 
Bill plays a great intro . . .  
Scarlet asks me if I have seen Lala Land yet.  I say no.  She says, “What the heck, 
we told you that you need to see it” [she laughs; Gretchen and Linda are 
apparently in on this].  I laugh, and give in, “okay, Lala Land, I need to see this 
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right away.”  Scarlet laughs and I add, “It sounds more like a band, popcorn 
night.”  Gretchen pitches in, “I need to go see it too.”  Scarlet concurs, “Yeah, you 
need to go see it too.”  Gretchen suggests, “We should just all go.”  I say, “We 
should go.”  Sonny laughs through some of this; perhaps the other guys do too.  I 
ask if it’s in the theater right now.  Scarlet says “yeah.”  Linda offers, “I would go 
see it a third time.”  Noah asks, “What movie is this?”  Somebody tells him it’s 
Lala Land.  He says, “Okay, I haven’t seen this.”  Linda admits, “I’ve already 
seen it twice,” adding that she is not ashamed.  Scarlet understandingly states that 
it was better the second time.  Linda agrees.  So I say, through laughter, “Now 
what you are saying is that we have to commit to seeing it, not just once but 
twice.”  More laughter.  Linda says “yes, possibly even a third time.”  I say, 
“That’s right, maybe we should all go, it will be a third time for some of you and 
a first for some of us.”… 
Me: “did you say that ya’ll have slightly different chords?” 
Bill : “No, just they have different parts [meaning Roy and Sonny’s melodic parts 
were slightly different] 
We all laugh and joke around a little at the potential disaster of having people 
playing different chord changes.  Bill says something about just trying it 
out.  Sonny says something about doing it wrong.  I say, that’s how the music 
pushes boundaries; by the young guys doing stuff the old guys say is against the 
rules.  We laugh. 
The members were serious about rehearsing and improving how well the combo played 
music; and the regular joking and fun loving teasing did not interfere with their progress.  
Rather, it kept the atmosphere welcoming and sociable, where the members felt 
comfortable breaking down personal barriers and bonding as friends. Subsequently, the 
atmosphere and friendships that formed helped the musicians work together more 
effectively and improve as a group.   
Creating strong friendships was an outcome of being socially self-disciplined.   
Likewise, becoming friends fostered a person-centered atmosphere and helped the 
members play better, more self-disciplined music.  Scarlet said this was because “the 
pressure is taken off of your shoulders once you become friends.”  Less pressure meant 
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better interactions and cooperation.  Scarlet explained: 
When you’re friends you’re comfortable joking around and, like, you are not 
going to hurt anybody’s feelings if you throw out an idea because then we’ll just 
be honest.  So, people are a lot more comfortable sharing what they think should 
be done with the music and then it creates better music.  And, when you have 
better music you have better unity because everybody is into what you are doing, 
everybody thinks it’s cool and wants to enhance it in whatever way possible. 
Noah added, “Without that friendship, the relationship that we have, there wouldn’t be 
that cooperation, and cooperation is a really big component of being in a group and 
having a team work and serving the music well.”  Being friends also helped the members 
feel more comfortable expressing themselves through the music.  Noah noted, “It [being 
friends] makes us a lot more comfortable around each other.  You’re not worrying about 
yourself as much, and you’re not worrying about making mistakes or anything like that.  
You’re just having fun expressing yourself with other people who are also expressing 
themselves.”  Connecting with one another as friends likewise fostered excitement about 
the music they were playing, which led to expressing their musical stories more 
collectively and effectively.  Sonny commented, “The combo has a great potential for 
excitement and fun because of that [friendships] and a greater level of musicality just 
because of the bonds that are formed between the people.”  Gretchen explained: 
People need to be excited about playing together, and what helps that is really 
getting to know each other as people.  You can have it be strictly business, like, 
we’re just playing music, but it helps you connect with each other more when you 
know their backgrounds, when you know what things they like or what things 
they’ve dealt with in their life, because that’s what jazz is, it’s a story.  So, when 
you get to know people on a deeper level then you are able to connect through the 
music even more than you could if it was just strictly, like, ‘okay, like, you’re a 
stranger, okay, let’s play music.’   
Linda noted, “If we weren’t very social we’d come off as a really, like, cold group 
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almost.”  However, the group members loved socializing and playing music together.  
Therefore, Scarlet said, “I love the energy of our combo.”  She explained, “Everyone’s 
energy is so good that they are willing to do anything, and really that just means we’re 
going to be better friends and make better music because you make better music with 
people that you actually like playing with.”  Noah explained: 
If you are not friends or comfortable with being friendly to the people that you are 
with, and you are just kind of staying mad at one person or something, it will 
show up; especially if, like, a bass player and a drummer were mad at each other 
during a performance or something it would be apparent, and that kind of 
relationship applies to the rest of the group too.  You have to be friends with 
them. 
Linda and Gretchen, as the bassist and drummer, became really good friends and 
consequently the unity between the way they laid down the grooves together synced 
really well.  Noah commented, “Like the relationship between our drummer and our bass 
player, like, they’re really good friends now, they’re really pretty buddy-buddy; and that 
really shows in the relationship between the bass and drums.”  Similarly, Noah and Bill’s 
relationship affected their ability to work together as the harmonic compers in the group.  
Noah said, “If me and Bill are playing at the same time something sounds weird because 
we are kind of stepping on each other’s toes.”  Becoming friends helped them in their 
willingness to take turns and work together more effectively.  This was the case for all 
the interrelated playing relationships within the group. 
Chapter Summary 
The combo experience helped the members develop greater self-discipline.  The 
more the members were able to control their actions and their playing, focus on the task 
at hand, promptly be at rehearsals and performances, do what was necessary to learn the 
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music and appropriately contribute to the ensemble, make the best use of their time 
together, play their parts with authority and leadership, be dependable, consider their 
colleagues ideas, humbly lead and follow, effectively socialize with others, show support 
and care for others in what they said and did, and develop friendships the more self-
disciplined they became.  Likewise, the more self-disciplined they became as musicians 
and persons in these ways, the more fully-functioning they, and the ensemble, became.  
Because the members were internally motivated to be self-disciplined, rather than having 
their behavior forcibly controlled by external means, the combo was able to function as a 
person-centered learning community and the members were able to grow more 
individually.  Also, being disciplined benefited the members individually and the group 
as a whole because combo management was easier, the group members individually and 
collectively played better music, the members enjoyed having great social relationships 
with one another and they became friends, and the group was able to accomplish more 
throughout the semester.   
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Chapter 8: 
Whole-Person Learning 
When we are in the teaching business we’re mainly in the people business not mainly 
in the music business, but music makes a wonderful vehicle through which to reach 
people.  There’s a great opportunity there that the teacher shouldn’t miss, that he’s 
educating the whole person. ~ Dr. Bird 
 The members experienced whole-person learning in the combo all throughout the 
semester while working together to create music.  They grew and developed as whole 
persons through a combination of: (a) cognition and skill development; (b) emotions and 
feelings; and (c) gaining experience by applying knowledge and understanding to real-
world type music making and cooperative situations.  The members’ learning was 
personally significant to them individually, they made progress towards meeting their 
own goals, and their achievement crossed over into other aspects of their lives.  I begin 
this chapter with a vignette that portrays part of one rehearsal where the members grew as 
musicians through a learning activity that involved all three aspects of whole-person 
learning.  Then, as the chapter proceeds I discuss in greater detail cognition, growing 
emotionally and learning through feelings, applying knowledge and gaining experience, 
and how the learning was personally meaningful for the members.      
Vignette 
 I turned to Roy and asked, “What tune did you choose for the combo to play?”  
Roy responded, “Afternoon in Paris.”  The members grabbed their mobile devices and 
pulled up lead sheets of the tune.  The rhythm section members found a copy of the chord 
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changes and form through the iReal Pro app, while those playing the melody located 
copies that included the melody via other means.  Scarlet searched online to see if there 
were any lyrics written for the tune.  She could not find any.  I suggested to her that this 
would be an excellent tune to scat the melody on along with the horn players.  She 
concurred.  As the members pulled up lead sheets we also listened to a recorded version 
of the tune so that those unfamiliar with it could hear what it sounded like.  Once all the 
members had heard the melody and found a lead sheet, the group played the tune making 
sure to give everyone a chance to improvise a solo.   
After they finished playing the tune, I invited members to make comments.  When 
they were done doing so, I suggested to the group that the overall sound of their swinging 
eighth notes was kind of hokey, too tah-ta-tah-ta-tah-ta-tah rather than do-wah-do-wah 
do-wah-do.  The members acknowledge the feedback, and then Gretchen said, “Let’s try 
it again.”  The group played through the tune again but no one improved their eighth note 
phrasing.  I pointed this out to the combo members; and they reciprocated by suggesting 
that they wanted to improve but were unsure how to do so.  They trusted that I was 
hearing something that could help them play better, but they were not conceiving of how 
to make it happen themselves.  We did not have time right then to work on that aspect of 
their playing, but I offered to help them more with it during another rehearsal or outside 
of class. 
 A few minutes prior to the start of the next rehearsal, some of the members asked 
me if I could work with the group more on their swing phrasing.  I drew a few rhythms 
on the board and explained some slurring, rhythmic placement, accenting, and phrasing 
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concepts, and then sang demonstrations.  Most of the combo members had gathered 
around and were starting to understand how to approach playing strings of eighth notes 
cognitively, and they could hear the difference in my demonstrations.  However, they 
were not certain about how to effectively apply the new information to their playing; and 
they thought they were already doing the sorts of things I was talking about.  I offered 
that in place of warming up on their own I could lead them through some exercises that 
might help.  They all enthusiastically responded that they would appreciate doing that.  I 
said “okay” and then explained an exercise we could all do together.   
As a group we worked through the exercise at various tempos, first slow, then 
medium, then fast.  As we played the exercise together the members started to improve 
their phrasing.  I asked them if they could feel a difference in how they were playing now 
versus how they were playing before.  They all indicated that they could definitely feel a 
difference.  I reassured them that the new feeling was what we were going for and 
reaffirmed that when they play strings of swung eighth notes in the future they should 
aim for playing in a way that creates that new feeling, because when they have that 
feeling happening they are swinging their eighth notes with great style and authenticity.     
Once the combo members were all performing their swung eighth notes well in 
the exercise that we were doing, I suggested that everyone play an improvised solo over a 
blues progression to try implementing their new phrasing approach into a practical 
situation.  The group did so, and all the members successfully played a blues solo with 
improved eighth note phrasing.  Then we tried applying the new approach to Afternoon in 
Paris.  This time, the tune sounded much better than it did during the previous rehearsal.  
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Each member phrased their eighth notes better than they had before.  From that point on, 
the members began to greatly improve the way they played eighth notes in the swing 
style in other tunes as well, especially as they continued to work on their own to master 
their ability play in the new way and then continually applied the new technique to the 
swing tunes that the combo played.   
Cognitively Gaining Knowledge and Developing Skills 
Throughout the semester the members gained new knowledge, developed new 
skills, and improved in their playing/singing techniques as they participated in the combo.  
They had many opportunities to cognitively process new information and creatively solve 
problems.  I often explained and demonstrated concepts to help the members learn and 
improve as musicians.  Individually and collectively as a combo, the members learned by 
listening to and analyzing their playing as well as the playing of professionals they heard 
on recordings.  In doing this, they regularly thought of potential enhancements and 
solutions for problems that they then implemented, building on the knowledge, 
understanding, and skill level that they came into the combo with.   
To effectively function as an improvising musician in the jazz combo, the 
members needed theoretical knowledge, musical understanding, and technical skills.  As 
Dr. Bird explained, “You need to have some control over your instrument to be able to 
express anything on it and that involves learning scales, chords, patterns, and things like 
that technically;” along with the ability to “look at a tune and recognize the functionality 
of the chords, how’s it moving from key to key, analyze it a little bit, and then apply the 
things that you have in your arsenal to improvising on that tune.”  Linda shared a similar 
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viewpoint.  She said, “Musically, like, you have to have a general grasp of your 
instrument and how chords fit together;” and “you do need to know basic music theory, 
like, one, three, five, seven, and how that works; how chords work.”  Noah concurred, 
“You have to have the understanding of, like, chords and arpeggios and scales and licks 
and all that stuff.”  Bill, who was responsible for comping, thought so as well: 
You’re going to have to know things like scales and harmony, keys, kind of all of 
that stuff.  For me comping, I need to work on that.  As far as the musical skills 
you have to say ‘okay what do I need to do on my instrument, like, what does 
playing this instrument consist of,’ and you just kind of break those things down 
and work on them. 
 
The more the members knew theoretically, and the more command they had over playing 
their instruments technically, the easier it was to express musical ideas.  Noah remarked, 
“Working the dexterity of me and my instrument so that I can better express the things 
that I want to and not be hindered by physical components of the way we play as much.”  
Bill also stressed the importance of “knowing tunes so that it’s easier and you are not just 
like chord, chord, chord.”  The degree by which the members understood the music’s 
theoretical elements, and could carry out related skills on their instruments, influenced 
the level they performed at.   
During the semester, the members and I helped each other fill in gaps of missing 
knowledge by explaining and demonstrating concepts for one another; and the members 
worked to improve their skillsets.  Each member of the group noted improvements in 
their own musicianship and understanding that came from learning new information and 
developing greater skills.  For instance, Bill [piano] got better at playing rhythmically 
while comping (improvising chord accompaniment).  He said:  
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Staying in rhythm better; jazz is great for learning to stay in rhythm, feeling those 
different kinds of beats, you know, like, bossa nova feel or swing feel and just 
being able to open your mind to those different things.  Before I didn’t feel like I 
was that stable comping and all that and it was hard to play on the right kind of 
beats and now I’ve gotten better at comping and being in the pocket. 
For Bill, improving at comping also included learning new chord voicings and 
gaining the ability to improvise solo lines in the right hand while playing chords in the 
left hand.  He stated: 
I got better at that [comping for myself]; and, I don’t know if that was something 
that I specifically practiced.  I practiced voicings a lot before this semester 
because I said, ‘okay, I have to audition and I gotta know my voicings and I’m a 
little bit shaky on them,’ so I had most of that down, at least, like, the basic left 
hand and two-hand voicings and that kind of stuff.  But, I got better at that 
[comping for myself] just out of necessity and just out of, like, ‘okay I’m playing 
and you know this doesn’t sound that great without comping.’  I might have 
gotten a little more comfortable with the two-handed chords, so those are the 
fuller ones, and at the beginning I was probably a little bit more comfortable with 
the left-hand ones. 
Noah [guitar] similarly improved in his comping during the semester, particularly in his 
ability to play chords with more authentic jazz strumming patterns.  Bill commented, 
“Noah learned the Freddie Green kind of guitar strumming thing, which I feel like is 
really useful.”  Noah also learned an authentic strumming approach for comping in bossa 
nova tunes that utilized the traditional partido alto rhythm.  Sonny observed, “Some of 
the things, like the Freddie Green, and the chum chum chum chum chum chum [sings 
partito alto rhythm], that sort of challenged him I think, but he got it down, he has 
improved.”  Scarlet [voice] worked on developing her ability to improvise scat solos with 
authentic jazz syllables; and she learned more about the interworking elements of the jazz 
style during the semester.  She explained: 
I have a better understanding of chord progressions and the role of a jazz singer.  
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Before I kind of was like ‘a jazz singer is just a singer who sings jazz music;’ and 
now that I’ve become a lot more comfortable with it I’m able to understand the 
inner workings and I can improve on them.  So, like, being able to take liberties 
with the melody and kind of adapt it to the way you want to do it—you gotta 
improvise obviously—and, having an understanding of the chord progression and 
working with that.  So, now I feel like I know what I’m doing whereas before I 
was like ‘I like to sing jazz music and I’m a singer.’  
Like Scarlet, Roy [trumpet] was newer to improvisation when he joined the combo, and 
he was not familiar with chord symbols and how to appropriately improvise within the 
chord structures.  During the semester, he learned new chord theory and how to apply 
that theory to improvising over the tunes that the combo played, in addition to 
transcribing solos by ear to get improvisation ideas.   
Prior to this semester Gretchen had about an 18-month break from playing drums 
due to her mission, and because of that she felt really rusty when the semester started. 
Participating in the combo helped her to get her technical playing skills back in shape to 
where she could “make it back to that level and go beyond. I think this combo really 
helped me to do that because it pushed me to fine tune my ears, my skillset, and to push 
me to remember the things that I had learned.” In this process, Gretchen relearned how to 
play and improve various drum grooves and became comfortable playing with other 
people again.  Linda [bass] learned about theoretical aspects of jazz bass lines and 
subsequently improved at creating bass lines and improvised solos as she mastered the 
ability to play and appropriately utilize needed scales and arpeggios.  She commented, 
“I’ve been trying to be better with, like, scales and getting the right scales into my solos; 
and the same thing with like arpeggiating all the chords as well.”   
 In addition to step-by-step skill development and increases in theoretical 
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knowledge, part of the members’ cognitive learning happened through taking in the 
whole musical picture by listening to and analyzing recordings of jazz music, particularly 
the tunes the group performed during the semester.  Linda mentioned, “I listen to all the 
stuff a lot, just so I can get it, like, really in my head.”  The members also transcribed 
solos played by professional musicians; meaning, they figured out how to play musical 
ideas on their instruments by copying what they heard on recordings.  Bill said, “I’ve 
been doing a lot of transcribing this semester.  Just recently I’ve been working on 
transcribing Misty.  I transcribed Elsa from the Bill Evans Trio, which is a really cool 
tune.”  Roy commented, “I probably should transcribe more, I feel like that’s where you 
get most of your stuff.”  Sometimes the members took short melodic ideas from 
transcriptions and mastered them in various keys.  Bill explained, “I try to do different 
melodic lines, just a short one.  I had a lesson with Tamir, and he says you need to work 
on shorter lines and so I’ll just pick one and do it in a few different keys.”   
Visual and Aural Learning Approaches 
The members learned the tunes and how to create their parts for the music through 
visual and aural means, though the aural means outweighed the visual.  As a part of the 
visual process, the combo members consulted lead sheets—sheet music that comprised 
the melody, chord progression, formal structure, style, and lyrics (if there were any).  
Sometimes lead sheets included specific bass lines, horn lines, piano accompaniment 
parts, comping hits, introductions, and/or endings that were an important part of a noted 
recording of the tune.  By contrast, some of the lead sheets were more minimalistic and 
only contained a tune’s chord progression and formal structure or a tune’s lyrics and 
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chord progression.  For the combo members, the lead sheets were simply a guide, a 
source to consult for the melody, chord progression, lyrics, and formal structure of the 
tune particularly when the combo played a new tune or when the members did not have 
those items memorized.  The lead sheets did not specify what each member should play 
but the members used the foundational information provided by the lead sheets to self-
create their individual parts.  Linda commented, “It’s really helpful that we all at least 
start out with the same set of progressions and chords” and “it’s really helpful to just 
know where we are at and get a visual because, like, it took me a long time to figure out 
learning forms.”   
Even though the lead sheets were valuable to the members, they were not an 
authoritative source of information.  Because jazz is more of an aural than a written 
tradition, the members used recordings in addition to lead sheets to help them learn the 
tunes and how to play the tunes.  Bill commented, “As far as preparing for the specific 
songs we’re playing I’ll listen to a recording.”  Linda concurred, “I listen to all the stuff a 
lot, just so I can get it, like, really in my head.”  Noah similarly shared that he “first and 
foremost” spent time “listening to the pieces and getting the formal structure and the style 
and, like, the sound of it” engrained and “subconsciously getting melodic ideas from the 
solos.”  Gretchen was no different, when she had a question on how to play a tune she 
turned to the recording for guidance: 
I listened to the recordings over and over just to get some ideas for some different 
grooves or things to do for the grooves.  For example, with All Blues, the first 
time we played that I was, like, I don’t really know what I’m doing with a brush 
beat in three or, like, I don’t know how to make it sound better.  But, then, I 
looked up the Miles Davis recording and heard how his drummer was doing it and 
I tried to imitate that, and it seemed to groove a little bit better the next time as I 
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started to implement that.  So, a big thing of what I do is I listen to how other 
people play it and then I get ideas and pull from those ideas and try to create that, 
either imitate it or kind of put my own spin on it.   
Hearing the recordings also helped Gretchen “get the form down better.”  She explained, 
“Like, with I Will Survive I had to listen to that again and again and remind myself ‘okay, 
this is when it switches to the bossa,’ or, like, ‘after 16 sixteen bars of the fast swing it 
switches to bossa.’”   
In addition to listening, the members played along with, and transcribed, portions 
of jazz recordings to gain ideas for what to play during their improvised solos and 
ensemble parts.  Roy commented, “Whenever we’re playing something I pull up 
recordings and will try playing along with them.”  As an example, Scarlet shared her 
process for learning and determining her parts on All Blues: 
For All Blues I just listened to the normal Miles Davis version whenever I was 
walking to class, and stuff like that, to get the feel of the song and kind of the tone 
of it—that kind of chill, but, you know, kind of cool vibe of it.  Then, I also 
listened to Ernestine Anderson, she sang it with those lyrics.  I listened to her do it 
for a while to figure out some ideas that she was throwing out there and then I 
sang it while she sang it too; I transcribed it.  So, I sang it while she sang it for a 
while and then I just sang over the Miles Davis version and then I just improvised 
myself.   
Scarlet had a similar process for preparing her part on I Will Survive.  She said, “I just 
listened to the Post Modern Jukebox version of that a lot, and then I sang and I 
transcribed that as well.”   
The members agreed that learning a tune, and how to play over that tune from 
recordings, was better than relying on lead sheets; though they used lead sheets as well 
because they did not always have enough time to complete a transcription, or because 
they got stuck while transcribing and the lead sheets helped them interpret what they 
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were hearing.  Sonny said that when he learned Agua de Beber, “I listened to it several 
times and I tried to play along with it;” from this process “I learned the melody listening 
to it basically, and then I looked up the changes [on a lead sheet].  I was too lazy to try 
and figure them out and I knew that I needed to know it soon so I just looked them up.”  
Then, to practice improvising over the chord progression Sonny “looked up a backing 
track and improvised over the backing track to get the changes under my fingers.”  The 
processes of listening to and playing along with recordings, combined with consulting a 
lead sheet, helped Sonny discover what he needed to know to contribute his improvised 
solo and ensemble parts on Augua de Beber.   
Creativity 
Thinking creatively was part of the cognitive process in the combo.  The members 
were creative as they composed, arranged, and improvised music, solved problems, and 
instructed one another.  Scarlet recalled, “You have to be creative to play jazz.  You are 
literally only given a chord progression and told to make something out of it.”  Linda 
agreed that being creative was a big part of playing in the combo.  She said, “In combos 
you have to be really creative, like, you’re arranging your own stuff pretty much, and we 
actually wrote our own tunes this semester, and solos are creative.”  Bill concurred, 
“There’s a ton of opportunities for creativity.  There’s just the fact of soloing, which is 
creativity, like, pure creativity, you know.”  Noah added, “Creativity is a significant part 
of our group in that it’s, like, a really concrete kind of self-expression, or creativity, to 
write something and compose it and bring it out for other people; and also in the solos.”  
The members were creative as they contributed their parts for the tunes.  Linda (bass) 
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noted, “When I’m walking lines I have to be creative, when Gretchen’s drumming she 
has to be creative, and when Scarlet is, like, making up lyrics she has to be creative.”   
The members felt that the combo setting required a lot more creativity because it 
was self-directed and they did not play written music.  Bill said, “With jazz it’s all about 
creativity, and improvisation, and making something interesting and new” instead of “an 
interpretation of the score where the conductor is really guiding everyone.”  Because the 
members did not play specific written parts in the combo, they felt more creative.  
Gretchen commented, “I feel like I can be more creative in a combo, like, just that 
atmosphere, that setting, is a lot better for creativity; I feel more freedom and that I can 
be more expressive.”  Because they improvised and created so many aspects of the music 
in the combo, the members used elevated creative and cognitive thought processes. Dr. 
Bird elaborated on this when he remarked “as an improviser, you have to deal with it 
now, on the spot, and you don’t get to correct it, and it’s out there forever.  So it’s a 
demanding process and I really think it helps kids step up.”   
Working inside boundaries such as the group’s collective vision, each tune’s 
structural components, and the stylistic expectations of jazz helped the members to be 
creative, or learn to be more creative, in how they solved problems and created the music.  
Roy commented, “Creativity, that’s another balance thing because you’re balancing that 
with the right notes and style of the piece; being able to be creative within constraints.”  
As they stayed within the boundaries the members were able to build off of each other’s 
ideas, elevating the group’s overall musical output, while also helping individual 
members become more creative personally.  Gretchen indicated that the combo “fosters 
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an environment for creativity that people can openly express their ideas.”  She added that 
due to the interactions among the members, “multiple people can give each other ideas 
that can spark something else inside of you, like, ‘oh there is this idea’ and you can think 
of a completely new idea that you never would have thought of before.”  As a result, 
Gretchen said it “helped me to become more creative.”  The individual members were 
important to the creative output of the group; and the collective input help elevate 
everyone’s creative experience.   
Emotions and Feelings 
In the combo, the members learned through, and because of, feelings, and they 
grew emotionally.  They had fun as they participated in the ensemble; and some aspects 
of the experience were exciting for them.  The students felt motivated to participate and 
learn.  These feelings helped the combo function as a person-centered learning 
community; and they fostered effort, discipline, improvement, creativity, and cooperation 
amongst the members.  Sometimes, as part of their experience, the members had to 
constrain or overcome negative emotions.  Working past or through negative emotions 
helped them grow emotionally and gain confidence.  Furthermore, feelings helped the 
members know when features of the music were happening versus not happening, and 
expressing emotion in the music was therapeutic and rewarding.   
Fun and Exciting 
Playing music in the combo was fun and exciting.  Gretchen said, “I had a lot of 
fun, which has been awesome.  I’ve really enjoyed jumping back into jazz [and being] 
able to have fun playing drums again.  I had a blast this semester.”  The members loved 
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jamming and improvising together.  According to Scarlet, getting to improvise, “it’s like 
the best feeling in the world.”  Gretchen concurred, “I think the overall feeling of a jam 
session is like going to Disneyland when you can just enjoy it and you’re just, like, so 
happy.”  Sonny said: 
It’s like Christmas.  It’s very exciting and nerve racking in a way to know, like, 
‘okay, my solo is coming and I could play anything,’ and ‘oh my gosh, what am I 
going to play.’  So, it’s very exciting and it has its occasional moments of 
brilliance where it’s just joyful, like, it’s the joy of serendipity, you know, the 
wondrous moments where you and everyone else are on page and you’re listening 
to each other and it just works out, and that is very gratifying, very enjoyable. 
For Noah, when he improvised he felt “trancelike in a way” where he became lost in the 
moment and was “not thinking about class at 3:30, you are not really aware of anything 
but kind of the songs that you’re doing and it’s just about the music.”  Gretchen shared 
that playing in the combo was a place where she could just have fun, which relieved 
some of the stress she felt from school and work in general: “It’s really just like my stress 
reliever being able to play, like, come to combos, kind of forget about homework and 
school a little bit;” and as her “hobby” it “really helped me to be more happy with the 
school year and not be as stressed with what I have had to get done, like, with homework 
and stuff or with not being able to remember math.”  As a result, the combo helped 
Gretchen “create more of a balanced, well-rounded life for me personally.” 
The members had fun playing the music in part because improvising made it their 
own creation.  Linda said, “I love it because it is composing on the spot, so that’s really 
fun.”  They also loved the communicative nature of improvisation; the opportunity to 
build off of and interact with each other’s ideas.  Linda noted, “When we did the blues 
jam session, that was really fun because we just got to go off each other’s ideas and it 
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was just really, really creative.”  Roy concurred, “I love jazz it’s so fun because it’s like 
communication between a lot of people and it’s not as regimented as other types of 
music, and you kind of are creating as you go and trying to express what you’re 
thinking.”  The members enjoyed the way they were able to respond to, and interact with, 
one another as they played their parts, in addition to playing their individual solos.  Bill 
commented: 
The communication that happens in the rhythm section, I’ve just loved that, it’s 
been really fun.  The fact that Gretchen listens and is willing to bring it down in 
certain areas and bring it up and build and all of that kind of thing, and then 
communicate with me and Linda, that kind of stuff, like, it’s great, like, it makes 
playing with the group so much more fun, and so much more fun I’m sure for the 
people who hear us. 
Scarlet agreed that it was very exciting when the music and the players synced: 
I’ve loved when we were able to sync up, and not even have to talk about what 
we’re going to do, just like, everyone is listening and is having fun with each 
other and it just happens, like, you didn’t know this cool thing was going to 
happen but it just happens and it’s all exciting, like, ‘yeah that was good.’  Those 
are the greatest moments, just those unspoken feel it in your bones what’s 
supposed to happen, and it happens. 
In addition to creating the music through improvisation, the members enjoyed playing the 
compositions that were written by members of the group because the entire performance 
was their own.  Gretchen said, “I thought that was really cool because it gives everyone 
an opportunity to be creative because it never has been played before.”   
Performing the music in front of audiences added another dimension of 
enjoyment.  The members liked sharing their music with an audience.  After their first 
performance, Scarlet shared the following with the combo: 
When I think about the performance, like, some form things went wrong and 
stuff, but I had a ton of fun with you guys; and what set us apart was that we took 
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risks and had a lot of fun and really went outside of the box on a lot of the things 
that we did.  I know we were capable of doing a lot better [but] I still had a lot of 
fun doing it on Friday and you guys are fun. 
This combo did more performances than were required.  For this group, doing so 
increased how much fun they had during the semester.  Roy said, “Doing all the gigs this 
last week has been really fun.”  Linda added, “We did a lot more tunes than other groups 
I’ve been in.  That was fun.  We just covered a lot more; we had more performances so 
more stuff to work towards.”  The feedback, cheers, and claps from the audience 
members added to their enjoyment as well.  Gretchen commented, “It’s fun to have 
people that are paying attention to what you are doing and that are interested.  I think that 
helps you feel better about what you are doing, I think it helps you feel more confident.”  
The members loved being together as a group and the social aspects of the combo 
contributed to their delight.  Linda noted that in the combo she felt “happy, I’m hanging 
out with friends and playing jazz, like, two of my favorite things.”  Creating friendships 
was part of the fun.  Roy remarked, “Just getting close with everyone, it’s been fun.”  
Gretchen added, “I got to play with some really cool people, make some good friends, 
which was really fun.”  For Scarlet, being in the combo created “a feeling of camaraderie 
and just having fun enjoying ourselves.”  The members appreciated each other’s 
personalities and contributions.  Gretchen said, “I have really enjoyed the dynamic of our 
group, the different personalities of the people that are in it.  That’s one thing that has 
been really fun; they all bring something different to the table.”  Linda concurred, “The 
personalities definitely have a big role in that, like, everyone is just really fun to work 
with and collaborate with.”  Roy appreciated “playing with people that are so good and 
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encouraging.”  The members enjoyed working together partly because they were all 
similarly accomplished in their playing abilities.  Gretchen commented, “Being able to 
play with amazing players, meaning musicians, and being able to learn from them, that’s 
really exciting.”  Roy was excited about working with musicians that were more 
experienced than him:   
Exciting has been working with people that are so much better than me even 
though at first I was just, like, ‘how am I going to keep up with them;’ and now 
even though I’m still trying to keep up with them I’m also trying to put in my own 
voice and lead them in certain directions and that’s been super fun and cool.  
That’s been really exciting for me, just being able to learn from each other. 
For Linda, playing with each of the musicians created a new and fun experience as she 
determined how to communicate and interact with them musically:  
Playing together with Gretchen, because I’ve never played with her before, so just 
learning how she plays, and Noah and Bill has also been different.  It’s always fun 
because it’s like ‘oh how am I going to learn how they are playing this time.’  I 
always like doing that.  It’s communication, just with like Scarlet and with Sonny, 
they do it differently than other people I’ve played with as well, so that’s been 
different, but it’s been fun to like play off of their ideas.   
Feelings of fun and excitement affected the atmosphere in the combo.  Because 
the members were having fun, they participated in the music making and engaged in 
learning without being coerced.  They were personally motivated.  This helped the combo 
function as a person-centered learning community.   
Motivation 
Along with feelings of fun and excitement, the members felt motivated to learn 
and improve which greatly benefited them individually and the combo as a whole.  
Gretchen commented, “Ultimately it’s the motivations of each individual player that 
drives the group to play the music.”  Because they enjoyed playing music in the combo, 
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motivation came naturally.  Bill said, “I love writing, I love playing, I really enjoy it and 
I’m motivated to get better at it.”   
Successful experiences were motivational.  Bill explained, “Accomplishing 
something great, which I think we’ve done as a combo, is really motivating.  It’s always 
motivating in life when you accomplish things and so it motivates you to keep 
accomplishing things.”  Having good experiences in the combo motivated the members 
to continue learning and developing as musicians even after the semester ended.  
Gretchen said, “I’m more motivated because I’ve had really good experiences.”  Bill 
similarly commented, “Doing this this semester has been one thing that has kind of put 
jazz up on my list of things I want to do ultimately; and so that’s definitely changed, just 
because of that experience and how fun and how engaging it is.”  Additionally, the 
members were motivated to learn and improve by unsuccessful moments they had 
playing the music.  Sonny explained, “The unsuccessful moments motivate you to figure 
out what happened so that you can be successful.”  Gretchen agreed that “It [a failed 
attempt] gives you motivation to improve.”  She said:   
It’s kind of hard sometimes because you get discouraged, like, ‘dang it, that didn’t 
work, why didn’t it work,’ but then it really gives you motivation to fix it, like, 
‘okay, well I’m going to figure out how to make this better.’  That’s kind of where 
motivation comes from; having something not work out, realizing that you are 
human but that you can overcome it, that you can do better. 
 The members motivated each other.  Bill said, “When you’re playing with really 
good people it’s an inspiring thing; they motivate you to work harder.”  Similarly, Sonny 
noted, “Scarlet contributes energy; she’s, like, a motivating factor because she puts a lot 
of emotion into what she does and it’s inspiring.”  For Gretchen, being accountable to the 
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other members helped her feel motivated to work and overcome weaknesses:  
I knew, like, ‘okay I have this weakness that I need to work on’ and being 
accountable to them was kind of my motivation, my drive, like, ‘okay I need to do 
this;’ because I really don’t like practicing, I think that hits everyone.  So, that 
was kind of my motivating factor, like, ‘okay these people are really good 
musicians and I need to step up my game so I can be on their level, so we can 
enjoy playing music together,’ and so having that as a motivating factor helped 
me to overcome my discouragement and improve. 
Motivation to participate, learn, and work for improvement in the group was not 
externally forced upon the members by me or another authority figure.  The members 
were internally motivated to learn.  Roy shared:    
The freedom and the lack of, like, someone breathing down your shoulder telling 
you, you need to get better at certain things, because of that, the motivation for me 
is higher; because I want to be good even though there’s no one forcing me to.  In 
here it’s up to you if you want to be good or not.  I was more motivated in here 
because I really want to be good at jazz and it’s kind of putting responsibility on 
yourself instead of other people throwing it on you. 
Because the members felt motivated internally they accomplished more individually and 
as a group than I could have forced them to do.  Likewise, the combo functioned as a 
person-centered learning community and the members became more self-disciplined, 
fully-functioning persons in ways that I could not have enforced upon them either.     
Overcoming Negative Feelings  
In the combo, the members experienced a mixture of negative emotions like fear, 
discouragement, pressure, anxiety, frustration, overwhelming-ness, nervousness, and 
stress in addition to the positive feelings they had, like fun and excitement.  Noah 
acknowledged the “excitement” and “joy and moments of reflection” from playing in the 
combo but also included “boredom” and the “dread of having, like, a bunch of stuff going 
on and then just kind of having to put that aside for a time.”  Sonny recalled that “when 
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you’re playing with other people it’s like you have to absorb them, and anticipate what 
they’re going to do based on what they have done, and that requires a level of 
concentration that is very high, and so it’s very difficult.”  As a result, Sonny said, “When 
it works out, it’s awesome and gratifying, and when it doesn’t it’s sort of disappointing 
because you know what could’ve been and that’s sort of a bummer.”  For Gretchen, there 
was “definitely excitement, and kind of the in the zone type of feeling” but “definitely 
discouragement” as well, though that was regularly followed by “a sense of achievement 
that usually comes after the discouragement.”  Scarlet experienced a balance of 
“creativity, and just a lot of elation, excitement, but also embarrassment sometimes, like, 
I’m embarrassed of myself if I do something I don’t like;” for example, “after we’d 
played Summertime I felt pretty good about it and I was like ‘that was really fun you 
guys, good job,’ and then we listened to the recording and I was mortified, I was, like, ‘I 
sound awful, my gosh, so embarrassing.’”  However, according to Scarlet, experiencing 
negative feelings like embarrassment was part of the learning experience: “That goes 
along with anything creative, when you are putting yourself on the line it’s necessary to 
be embarrassed and learn from your mistakes and grow from it.”  Usually in the combo 
the negative emotions were counterbalanced by the more positive feelings, as Linda 
commented: “I’ll be honest, it’s stressful sometimes but it’s really fun, like the fun way 
outweighs the stress.”   
During the semester, the members had many opportunities to control rather than 
be controlled by negative emotions.  As they pushed past, or learned to temper and deal 
with, those opposing feelings they grew emotionally.  According to Dr. Bird, “There are a 
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lot of emotional parts [of playing in a combo] and it does contribute to emotional health; 
and that depends on emotional discipline.  We don't just let our emotions destroy us, you 
deal with it, get over it, stand up, move forward.”  There were at least five approaches 
that helped the members do so.  
Taking action.  Often the members overcame negative emotions by taking action 
against that which was triggering the feeling.  There were times throughout the semester 
when members felt stress, anxiety, pressure, or nervousness related to playing in the 
group, improvising solos, managing particular parts or utilizing certain skills in the 
music, and performing in general.  For instance, Bill felt overwhelming pressure when he 
needed to solo over a tune that was beyond his comfort level:   
It depends on what I’m jamming over whether I feel comfortable with it or not.  
Like, if it’s a difficult tune, I feel a little bit of pressure, I feel a little bit 
overwhelmed, because I’m trying to come up with something melodic and I’m 
overwhelmed with chords, you know.  But, if it’s something I feel comfortable 
with, I’m like ‘great this is no problem,’ like, ‘I know the key, I know the scale to 
this key, I know weird things I can do outside of this key if I want, so great,’ you 
know, ‘this is going to be fun.’ 
By continually working on his improvisation abilities, Noah was able to increase his 
capacity for soloing on difficult tunes, thus decreasing his feelings of being overwhelmed 
by doing so.  Feeling unprepared or underprepared to play a certain tune, or utilize a 
particular skill, usually produced stress.  Linda commented, “Being performance ready, 
sometimes because we only have two hours together per week that gets a little bit 
stressful.”  However, the more time the members spent working together in rehearsals 
and personal practice to be prepared for a performance the more they were able to 
prevent or subside the feelings of being stressed.  Similarly, the members often 
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experienced feelings of discouragement or frustration when they did not play as well as 
they desired.  Learning to improvise and play jazz music is very challenging and difficult, 
and no matter the level the players were at, they always desired to be better.  To improve 
and succeed in the combo they could not let discouragement and frustration paralyze their 
efforts.  Practicing and working to improve skillsets was a way to work past and not give 
into those negative emotions.  Gretchen shared, “Mostly the discouragement that I felt 
was more like with myself, that I couldn’t play what I wanted to play, and so overcoming 
that came from practicing, from just constantly practicing and getting my act together 
kind of thing.”  Working to overcome opposing feelings of frustration and 
disappointment by continually practicing and rehearsing helped the members turn the 
negative feelings into a sense of gratification and fulfillment.   Furthermore, mastering 
something difficult that they had been frustrated or discouraged over actually increased 
the level of satisfaction the members felt when they did achieve what they desired.  
Sonny commented:  
There is the frustration of ‘augh this is hard, are we going to do it,’ and there’s the 
disappointment sometimes when you go for it and it doesn’t work out.  Then there 
is the gratification and the happiness, and the feeling when it’s just like the stars 
align and everything works out, the satisfaction that the pieces have come 
together. 
The difficulty of achieving their goals, and the subsequent hard work that it took to do so, 
made the successful moments all the more rewarding, particularly when they had felt 
discouragement and opposition weighing against their progress.   
Mental coaching.  Sometimes, in addition to participating and working to 
improve upon situations, the members helped subside negative feelings by recognizing 
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the good side of a situation and by mentally telling themselves to relax or calm down.  
For instance, some of the members, like Bill, felt nervous and anxious when the semester 
first began because they were uncertain about their own ability level compared to the 
other members of the group.  Bill shared, “At the beginning I was a lot more anxious and 
nervous because, you know, I got put into a really good combo.”  However, even though 
“I was a little scared at first, I was really glad I was in this combo because I knew that it 
was going to push me and help me get better.”  As a result, he said “I just kept working 
on my own and doing the best I could;” and then “I eventually kind of tried to loosen up 
and just have fun with it.  I felt like that was a big step, not being so uptight.”  By 
working on his abilities, continually participating, recognizing that even though he was 
scared he was also glad, and trying to relax, Bill was able to overcome rather than be 
hindered by the negative emotion he felt when the semester began.   
Gaining experience.  Gaining experience helped the members subside some 
negative emotions.  For instance, the more the members performed during the semester 
the less anxiety they felt over performing.  Linda said, “I love performing but it is 
stressful sometimes, and as much as you tell yourself you’re not going to be nervous, it’s 
like next to impossible; it’s just like general performance anxiety.”  However, she added, 
“Once we get into the groove of it that helps when performing.  Also, the more we’ve 
played together the more I’m like ‘okay we’ve got this.’”  Sometimes nervousness or 
stress over performing was related to having a song fall apart or not go as planned.  Roy 
shared, “There was some stress when things aren’t going quite like I thought they 
would;” he remembered “just being kind of worried” in these situations, but then finding 
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out that “it usually works out in the end.”  Linda added, “We’ve had some crashes, but 
we always make it back, we always end together; and even if we didn’t it’s still like high 
energy and it was still fun.”  The more the combo gained experience recovering from 
times when things fell apart or did not go as planned, the more reassured they felt about 
handling those sorts of challenges in the future.  The confidence they gained based upon 
their experience reduced stress associated with performing.   
Realistic expectations.  Letting go of unrealistic expectations about perfection 
helped the members overcome negative emotions as well.  As Roy said, “Not stressing 
about things that I can’t control and just knowing that as long as I’m doing the best I can 
that’s good enough.”  Part of the musical journey was going with the flow, even when 
unexpected and undesired events occur.  They realized that improvisations are never 
perfect, so a better goal was doing the best they could while having fun and helping their 
audiences have an enjoyable and uplifting experience.  Linda said, “While I want it to 
sound perfect, that’s usually not possible.  It’s more important for me to have fun with 
this group and for the audience to have fun listening to us than it is to play a completely 
perfect show.”  Roy added, “I’ve never had much of a problem with nerves but I think 
even less so now that I’ve done it [performed] when everyone’s ready and you can, like, 
make mistakes and it will be fine.”   
Human influence.  The members often had the ability to help calm feelings of 
stress or anxiety felt by others.  Bill said, “It’s inspiring to other people if you are 
confident and they want to be confident too, and all that energy is kind of shared.”  
Scarlet’s confidence and energy level regularly inspired the other members of the group.  
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Noah explained, “Scarlet, she’s super energetic and she’s really unafraid.  Like, she’s 
able to push herself into her role as the singer really, really well and just be confident in 
that, and that brings something out from us too.”  Scarlet added, “It’s like, if you think 
enthusiastic thoughts and are always excited about the music then the people around you 
are going to feed off of that and also be enthusiastic.”  Reassuring comments and 
feedback from one another, and myself, helped to ease uncertainty as well.  Roy said, 
“There will be some solos where I feel like I absolutely bomb it, it just doesn’t go at all 
how I thought, and then right afterwards everyone’s, like, ‘that was amazing,’ and I’m 
like, ‘what, oh, alright.’”   
Besides the combo members helping each other, positive feedback from the 
audiences likewise helped calm nervousness during performances.   Although, Gretchen 
noted “in some cases you can be, like, ‘ah there’s really amazing people in the audience, 
I’m so nervous,’ like, ‘what are they going to think.’”  However, the reassurance of the 
audience through claps and cheers helped calm performance nerves regardless of who 
was in the audience.  During their recital the group had some difficulty locking in as an 
ensemble because of nervousness, but the audience helped them get confident by 
cheering them on.  Gretchen explained: 
I think it [the audience members getting into the performance] kind of helped us 
calm down a little bit, because as we started playing and could tell that people 
were enjoying it,  it kind of helped us calm down and be like ‘okay, we’re doing 
good, like, don’t stress, it’s okay.’  Friday night that was what happened.  It was 
like ‘okay, the audience is having fun, we can have fun, let’s just have fun,’ and 
then we kind of all calmed down and grooved again. 
The combo and their audiences mutually had an ability to uplift each other by passing 
back and forth uplifting emotional energy.  Roy explained:   
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Applause after a solo is always nice.  Also, just being there creates energy and 
even if they’re just sitting completely still, I think we can kind of tell when 
they’re feeling it and when they’re not feeling it, and then after the tune with the 
applause we just keep feeding off of each other’s energy, which is really cool.  If 
they all conspired to just be completely monotone and just give, like, a half clap 
after each tune I think our performance would not go nearly as well as if they 
were really feeding off us.  If they are more engaged we’ll be more engaged. 
Confidence   
Participating in the combo helped the members gain greater confidence.  During 
the first part of the semester, many of the members were bashful about making 
suggestions and some were timid in how they played their instruments.  However, as the 
semester progressed, these members became more confident and comfortable in their 
playing and in offering suggestions.  Gretchen shared, “I’ve become more confident as a 
person.  I definitely feel a lot more confident in my playing.  I know at the beginning I 
was very timid but then I got over the hump.”  Similarly, Bill indicated that by playing in 
the combo he gained “more confidence in my playing, more confidence playing with a 
group, more hope and prospect towards myself being a descent jazz musician.”  Linda 
added, “I feel more confident in my playing after this combo.  Like, I feel a lot more 
confident in my feel of jazz and different styles, and my own tone, and just the way I 
play.  I just feel a lot more confident.”  Noah shared that the combo experience “helped 
me to develop confidence in the role that I play in the group.”   
 Developing confidence.  The members gained confidence, in part, by personally 
practicing and working together with their peers in rehearsals to gain skills and improve 
upon their weaknesses.  Gretchen shared: 
It’s growing as a person, being able to have something that you try, maybe you 
fail at it, you are able to pick yourself back up, try it again, and maybe you fail 
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again but then you try again and you succeed.  I think that really gives you more 
confidence, it helps build that confidence in your playing that you can take risks, 
and that it’s okay to fail, just keep going, don’t let your failures stop you.  So, I 
definitely have more self-confidence in my playing and just not being afraid to 
make mistakes if they come. 
Often gaining confidence happened as the members overcome negative emotions that 
interfered with their playing.  For instance, in place of feeling fear they felt confident as 
they learned to successfully improvise a solo or playing part.  This happened gradually 
for Linda; the better she got at creating bass lines or improvising a solo the more 
confident she was in her ability to do those things.  She commented, “In solos, I feel a 
little bit more confident in taking more extended solos, still not quite where I want to be, 
but yeah, same with my base lines.”  With increased ability came increased confidence.  
Similarly, having positive experiences, or recovering from negative ones, helped build 
confidence.  The more they were successful at working together, playing the music, and 
performing the more they overcame negative emotions and gained confidence.  Bill 
shared:   
Playing shows is a great opportunity for growth in confidence.  For most people 
it’s a pretty terrifying thing playing in front of people, and it’s been that way for 
me historically as well.  But, what I kind of came to discover over time is that the 
only way you get better at it is by doing it.  So, you may be terrified but you just 
have to keep doing it.  So, our recitals and our concerts and all that are great 
opportunities to practice that, and in master class as well, that’s a great 
opportunity to get better at confidence. 
Some of the members became confident simply because confidence was needed for 
playing the music.  Scarlet explained, “Confidence is really required for jazz combo 
because you are so exposed and you are the only one playing your instrument usually and 
so you have to be sure of yourself.”  Sonny concurred: 
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You are a soloist basically, whatever you are playing; and if you’re not front and 
center you are at least the only person doing what you are doing.  So, you have to 
play like you mean it with conviction, and you have to be real confident in that.   
Linda added, “In the combo there’s just one of you, so you better get confidence fast or 
you’re just not going to sound good.”  Feeling the need to be confident helped the 
members step up and be confident in their playing and interactions with one another.  
Sonny said, “Obviously, being required and forced to do that helps you a lot with your 
confidence.  I am a much more confident person in general because of musical situations 
where you get put on the spot and you have to be confident in your abilities.” 
Benefits of confidence.  The more confidence the members gained the better they 
performed and the easier time they had overcoming negative emotions that opposed their 
performing and working together.  Furthermore, the more the members felt confident in 
their playing, the better the music sounded and the farther the group was able to progress.  
Bill said, “I think if you are confident then it shows up in your music, it shows up in the 
sound of the combo.”  Scarlet concurred, “The combo looks and sounds a lot better if you 
are confident in your playing and you’re confident in your demeanor.”  Linda added, “It 
attributes to your sound and you can’t really get away from that; so you’re either going to 
sound confident or you’re going to sound weak, and people can tell both ways.”  Noah 
agreed, “It wouldn’t be fun and it wouldn’t be satisfying for the player and the listener if 
there wasn’t that confidence behind it.”   
Besides confidence being apparent in the sound of the members playing, it helped 
improve the music because when the members were confident they were more willing to 
take risks and share their ideas, which was needed for improvising, composing and 
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arranging the music, and finding ways to improve the group’s performance.  According 
to Gretchen, confidence helped improve the music by cultivating the group’s 
collaborative efforts: 
Confidence really helps in the group developing together.  When you have players 
that are confident in their abilities they are more willing to take risks and put new 
ideas out and when you have new ideas you are able to build off those new ideas 
and get to higher levels.  That is one area where confidence really helps a combo.  
Similarly, having confidence helped group members overcome mistakes and weaknesses, 
which likewise improved the music.  Gretchen explained: 
It’s definitely helped me to be more confident in my own abilities as a player; and 
to be more confident in working through mistakes.  Especially in a combo 
experience, there are so many things that don’t go as you hoped they would, or as 
planned, and sometimes there’s absolute fails where you are just, like, ‘what 
happened, I don’t know,’ and you kind of have to pick yourself back up.  So, it 
really helps you have that confidence of when you do mess up and you do fall that 
you can pick yourself back up, you can try it again, like, ‘alright I’m confident I 
can get it this time,’ and if that doesn’t work you try it again.  You just keep 
trying, and you’re confident that things will work out.   
Confidence was paradoxical for the members in the combo because they gained it by 
working to attain new skills and overcome weaknesses and negative emotions like fear, 
anxiety, and nervousness; but, having confidence likewise helped them in these very 
endeavors.   
Crossing into other settings.  For the members, developing confidence in the 
combo crossed over to being confident in other settings outside of the combo.  Linda 
shared, “The confidence of my musicianship transfers—like, the bass is just an extension 
for me—so when I’m confident on that it makes me more confident in myself, and when 
I feel more confident in myself it’s a big thing to feel.”  Making progress and being 
successful as musicians in the combo helped the members realize the type of work that it 
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takes to learn a skill or overcome weaknesses in any setting.  Grasping, through their 
experience in the combo, that failure is part of learning to do something, and that abilities 
are usually developed more than inherited, helped the members have confidence in 
tackling new or unfamiliar things in other settings.  Roy shared:  
Playing in this combo is something that was pretty much brand new to me, like, I 
had a little combo experience but not that much, and I got to see that even though 
I still need to do a lot, that I can do well in things if I prepare adequately and am 
working hard enough.  So, I think now, even if I get into a situation I’m not 
comfortable with, as long as I’m working I can probably make it work. 
Gretchen added, “That is one thing that has helped me, because as my confidence in that 
[playing drums in the combo] increased then it’s, like, okay, I can do other things, like, at 
my job, like, I don’t know what I’m doing but I can learn.”     
Feelings in the Music 
The members paid attention to their feelings as they were playing to ensure that 
certain aspects of the music happened correctly.  Because many of the musical elements 
are felt as much as they are heard, the members had to listen and learn to recognize 
through their feelings whether the combo was playing together and whether the parts 
were lining up as desired.  The members grew as musicians, over the course of the 
semester, as they learned to cognize and govern their feelings in their music playing; and 
they grew emotionally as they learned to express their feelings through the music.   
In the combo, the time feels, grooves, tempos, rhythms, elements of tension and 
release in the melodies, and dynamic changes were all appropriately managed through 
feelings.   The members used their feelings, along with their intellects, to figure out if the 
combo was playing the music in unified ways.  Gretchen commented: 
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I just play what feels right, what I think would sound good, and then if it doesn’t 
work then I try to adjust as I go.  If you feel like what you are playing is not really 
meshing with what other people are playing you probably shouldn’t play it; and 
then, on the flip side, when you are playing something good you really feel it.   
When a member played notes that did not fit with the accompaniment chords or rhythms 
that did not fit with the groove, we often experienced feelings of discomfort along with 
what we heard.  By contrast, when a member contributed an accompaniment part that 
really lined up with and helped highlight a melody or solo idea it felt good.  Gretchen 
said, “You can definitely feel when something’s a little off, whether it’s the time or 
whether it’s something else.”  Linda agreed, “You just feel it.  Most of the time you can 
hear when it’s off but it’s more that you feel when it’s off, or you feel when it’s together 
or when you’re super locked in.”  The members could tell if the time feel of the groove 
was locked in by how it felt when they were playing the groove because everyone in the 
combo needed to lock in with where the beat was happening.  If the bass and drummer 
were placing the beat in slightly different places, or if one was trying to play faster than 
the other, there were feelings of discord; whereas, if they played the beat at the same time 
there were feelings of unity.  Another aspect of the time feel that was felt was sensing the 
number of bars in the form that had passed.  Gretchen explained, “If it’s supposed to be, 
like, four bars or something, you can kind of feel when the four bars are over, the eight 
bars are over, and if that ends too early it’s, like, ‘wait what…did I miscount or 
something.’”  Some of the members had a natural ability for this and others were still 
working on feeling it, like Scarlet:  
That’s one thing I’m new to is trying to get a feel for a 12 bar solo, a 16 bar solo, 
without having to be, like, ‘one, two, three, four, two, two, three, four.’  So, I’m 
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trying to feel it, and that’s a little harder for me.  I don’t have as much experience 
with that but sometimes you just can feel when you are supposed to come back in. 
Throughout the semester all of the members worked at learning to discern 
different feelings and their value or meaning for helping them play the music.  This was 
not something that was always automatic.  For instance, some members went through a 
cognitive analysis to figure out what was amiss when something felt off.  Sonny shared:   
If it doesn’t feel right there’s something wrong and you sort of have to ask 
yourself ‘why’ to be able to really fix it.  And, the answer is ‘oh maybe we played 
it too fast and it doesn’t have that chill, Equinox-y type vibe,’ but you only come 
to that conclusion after you say, ‘this doesn’t feel right or this is not doing for me 
what it could,’ or ‘this doesn’t sound as good as a recording, why.’  So, it’s a 
perception feeling instead of like a specific musical thing. 
Gretchen had a similar process: 
Different emotions definitely can tell you when the music is kind of off.  I don’t 
know how to describe the feeling but you kind of just feel, like, ‘ugh wait…wait,’ 
like, you are kind of second guessing yourself inside.  It’s kind of like you’re 
feelings are, like, ‘what’s happening, I don’t know what’s happening,’ Like, ‘is 
it…where are we…what is going on.’  Those are the thoughts that kind of run 
through my head if I feel like there’s something off in the music.   
Developing the ability to recognize what their feelings were telling them about how they 
were playing the music was linked to listening and gaining lots of experience playing 
with other people.  As Linda suggested, the ability to feel and hear when something was 
happening or not in the music “comes from listening a lot, and playing with people a lot, 
and not being afraid to let your emotions into your music.”  Linda and Gretchen 
purposefully got together on their own, outside of the regular combo rehearsals, to spend 
extra time playing together, so that they could improve how in sync they were when they 
played the grooves.  Linda shared, “Me and Gretchen did get together and work on time 
stuff, really just getting a feel for each other’s time.”  The more time they spent playing 
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together, the better they got at playing together.   
The members experienced important emotional connections with the music.  
Sonny said, “It is an emotional experience and it’s very organic and human like that; 
which I love that about jazz.”  When the groove and other elements of the music were 
locked in it felt really great emotionally.  Gretchen shared:  
When the music is happening, when you are locked in with the groove, it is 
probably one of my favorite feelings in the world.  It’s like I’m on cloud nine, 
just, like, I couldn’t be happier.  It’s really, like, if you’ve ever had an experience 
where you are really just in the moment, exactly in the moment, and you just have 
that wonderful feeling of like ‘I did it,’ like, ‘this is so cool this is happening,’ 
like, ‘whoa,’  It’s kind of that sense of amazement, just like, ‘is this really 
happening right now.’  So, when we’re really locked in, when the music is really 
happening that’s how I feel, like, I’m truly in the moment of the music and it’s 
really just hitting me in my heart like this feels good. 
Noah agreed, “When you play good you feel good, and if you play bad you probably feel 
pretty bad too.”  Furthermore, just as the members’ playing affected their emotions, their 
emotions could also affect the way they played.  Gretchen said, “Emotions really play a 
role in your playing.”  She clarified: 
A lot of times if you have something emotionally, not wrong but, like, you just 
have different emotions, then you’re going to play differently.  Like, if I’m mad, 
I’m going to beat those drums super, super hard because I’m mad, I need to hit 
something, you know, but if I’m calm, if I’m happy, then I feel more creative with 
the drum, like, I try new things out and it’s like ‘oh this is fun, oh look at this 
ahhh.’   
Expressing emotion in the music was essential for the success of the music.  Sonny 
commented, “Jazz is this thing where it matters more how it feels doing it than anything 
else.  The success of jazz is how it makes you and other people feel now, and less was it 
perfect.”  Roy concurred that the audiences cared more about the emotional energy of the 
music than the specific notes that were played.  He said, “Even if I’m playing cool notes 
 233     
 
and I’m right in time if I’m not putting soul into it, it’s not going to be super enjoyable to 
listen to, especially with people that aren’t big jazz fans.”  Scarlet added, “If you make 
jazz all about the theory and what’s going on, like, make it this textbook subject, then 
that’s all you are going to get out of it, and that’s no fun for me at least.”  She explained:   
I’ve heard a lot of concerts where people have sung songs that have the best lyrics 
ever and I haven’t felt a thing, and that’s when it’s not working.  When it is 
working it kind of changes you a little bit, it kind of becomes a little bit of a part 
of you.  And, that’s the kind of thing where you are just, like, ‘I wish I could feel 
that all the time.’ You kind of get the chills or goosebumps.  Everyone knows, 
even non-musicians, when it’s working emotionally because it’s telling a story, 
and those are the parts where people are crying or laughing or something. 
Scarlet felt that putting emotion into the music was one of the ways she benefited the 
combo.  She said, “I feel like that’s something I’m good at, that emotional connection; 
and that’s really important for a singer because then the rest of the band members can 
also feel that and the music can come alive.”  Scarlet loved singing in the combo because 
“I’m able to create music that I’m able to feel emotion through, and not just create for the 
sake of creating something, you know, make it more purposeful, more meaningful.”  
Creating the emotional connection was not easy for most of the members.  Roy shared, 
“Trying to be more expressive by pulling more of what I’m thinking and feeling out of 
me and putting that out has been kind of new.”  Roy and the other members grew as 
musicians and persons as they learned to be more emotionally expressive in the music.  
Sonny recalled how beneficial it was when the group started figuring out how to have 
each solo in Strasbourg St. Denis grow and build while expressing emotion:      
If we think about Strasbourg from an emotional standpoint—being able to start 
from somewhere very restrained and small and then build that to something that is 
very, very intense and sort of soul exposing—that is a growing experience, sort of 
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stretching musically and emotionally.  And, that is true for all the tunes, but 
Strasbourg especially just because of its nature. 
Learning to not only hear but feel the components of the music, while also gaining the 
control to actually express emotions through their playing, was one of the most exciting 
aspects of the members’ musical growth in the combo during the course of the semester.  
As they grew in their capacity to do so, their musical interactions became even more 
rewarding and exciting, and they became more fully-functioning musicians.   
Application and Experience 
Learning experientially was a major part of participating in the combo, and it 
greatly increased the members’ development as fully-functioning persons and 
musicians.  All throughout the semester, the members learned by putting into action the 
theoretical principles they cognitively knew and emotionally understood as they played 
music and performed.  So, in addition to discussing how to play the music, the members 
actually played music together and performed for others.  Through their experiential 
opportunities, the members became more capable at playing music and handling given 
situations.  They became more fully-functioning musicians and persons.   
Playing jazz music in the combo took more than just mentally knowing the 
theoretical components of the music, understanding the relevance of how that information 
could be utilized in practice, or recognizing that the music needed to express emotions, 
contain musical communications and interactions, and take listeners on a musical 
journey.  Knowing this information was not enough; in the combo the members had to 
actually implement, or figure out how to implement, what they mentally knew into how 
they played the music.  For instance, they moved beyond knowing that they needed to 
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work as a team, to actually trying to work as a team; and they went from knowing that 
they needed to communicate more musically, to actually figuring out how to do so.  The 
members had to apply the answers that they had learned to actual music making 
situations in the combo.  As a result, the members not only gained a much deeper 
comprehension of how to improvise and play jazz music, they actually grew in their 
ability to play music in a jazz combo.  The members’ individual and collective musical 
output was highly influenced by the degree to which they were able to put into practice 
what they cognitively knew and understood.  Because of her experience actually creating 
jazz music in the combo, rather than just reading about it or discussing it, Scarlet stated, 
“Now I’m more comfortable with the understanding of what the language of jazz itself is, 
which couldn’t have been taught to me by a book.  It’s a lot better to learn it by doing it.”   
The members valued the opportunity to apply what we discussed, what they were 
working on in their personal practice, and what they had learned about playing jazz from 
other settings, to playing music in the combo.  Bill said that he appreciated “getting the 
chance to practice the stuff that I’m working on [in my own personal practice] in a 
group;” because playing in the combo gave him the opportunity to play the music he was 
trying to learn how to play on his own, with other musicians in a real-world type setting.  
He commented, “I feel like I’ve just learned a lot by playing with really good musicians, 
you know.  A lot of the learning has just come from that.  Experience is a great way of 
learning.”  Performance opportunities, in addition to making music during rehearsals, 
were vital, real-world learning experiences.  Linda said that she loved the “musical 
experiences that I’ve had, like, I’ve performed more with this combo than I have with any 
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other combo, so that’s been cool.”   
For the members, learning through their experiences built layers of understanding 
that helped them prepare for success during future music making opportunities.  For 
example, Noah felt more capable comping chords in the combo this semester because of 
the experiences he had comping chords in other groups from previous semesters.  He 
explained:    
It’s all about the past experience that I have that’s built up for me to be able to 
intrinsically know this chord shape or that chord shape and how it’s going to 
sound and how that sound is going to affect the song; and there are certain 
voicings or certain things that I play that if I were to use those it wouldn’t sound 
good but if I were to use another one it would better help the song.  So, it’s the 
kind of chord vocabulary that I’ve developed and the audiation of how that will 
sound that allows me to know what to play.  
Because of her experience in the combo, Scarlet said, “Now I feel more comfortable 
arranging and composing jazz music, and understanding the tools that I need to give to 
fellow musicians in order for them to perform better with me;” and “I have a better 
understanding of the chord progression and working with that.”  Through the experiential 
opportunities of the combo, Scarlet discovered new knowledge about how to compose 
and arrange music and work with other musicians in the combo, and subsequently she felt 
more prepared to continue doing similar activities in the future.   
Personally Meaningful 
In the combo the members grew as whole-persons in holistic ways.  Additionally, 
their learning and development was relevant and personally meaningful because they 
were able to make progress towards their own goals, they gained skills that prepared 
them for future music making opportunities in and outside the school setting, they got to 
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do some networking, and the experience helped them grow as human beings in ways that 
benefited them in other non-musical aspects of their lives.  The members agreed that if 
they were to never play music again, though they all desired to continue playing music, 
that the growth and experiences they had in the combo were still valuable and relevant to 
them personally. 
Reaching Goals 
Achieving goals helped make the combo experience personally relevant and 
meaningful for the members.  In the combo, the members could set and work towards 
achieving their own personal goals rather than merely having course learning outcomes 
chosen for them.  Scarlet said, “You learn how to make goals and accomplish them in a 
group setting.”  At the beginning of the semester, Bill “was hoping to get more confident 
as a rhythm section player, and to write some tunes and test them out.”  Linda wanted to 
learn by “getting new tunes under my fingers, and having more exposure to solo and play 
with other people.”  She also wanted to “get new ideas [for improvisations].”  Noah 
desired to improve his capacity for “expression” in his solos, and to “develop a little bit 
more of a connection between the mind and the guitar;” because he felt like when the 
semester began “I’d have these ideas in my head but a certain amount of the translation is 
kind of lost.”  Gretchen said, “This semester I just wanted to get my playing skills back 
up to par, not really, like, where I was before my mission but get back on the right track 
to make it back to that level and go beyond.”  Roy shared, “I was hoping to figure out 
how to play in a combo and improve on my improvisation skills, and learn how to work 
with other people through nonverbal communication.”  Scarlet “wanted to be a better 
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improviser” and “I also wanted to have a consistent group with a set time that we had to 
be there at” so she could play music with others regularly and “expand my repertoire in 
practice sessions.”  Sonny shared, “I did want to play one of my tunes, which we ended 
up doing;” and “soloing, I’ve always wanted to be a really melodic soloist.”  In addition 
to individual goals, the combo had collective goals.  They wanted to learn tunes and 
perform successfully as an ensemble.  For them, this meant playing stylistically authentic, 
playing together, and putting on a show that their audiences would enjoy.  Goals for the 
ensemble were often determined as we discovered weaknesses the group had playing the 
music; and sometimes members added personal goals from this as well.  On one 
occasion, the group decided that they wanted to improve their swing feel because of some 
feedback that I had given, so we worked on that aspect of their playing.  Likewise, one of 
the major themes that developed at the midpoint of the semester was their determination 
to improve the group’s musical interactions and communications.  
Throughout the semester, all the members, and the combo as a whole, met or 
made progress towards meeting their goals.  For the goals that could not simply be 
checked off as completed, like playing an original tune, the members mostly made good 
headway in their desired direction but did not necessarily completely arrive at their 
looked-for destination.  This is the nature of improving as an improvising musician.  As 
Roy said, “I’m still working on them [goals] but I’ve gotten quite a bit better at them I 
think.”  For some members, the progress they made in the combo fueled their 
determination for continuing to learn and create music after the semester ended.  Also, 
because the members were able to grow, at least partly, in ways they were hoping to 
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improve in, the learning the members gained in the combo was personal, individualistic, 
and meaningful even when the combo sought for communal growth as well.  Roy 
commented, “In here, I’d say it’s more personal, it’s more about my growth;” yet, he also 
noted the mutual aspect of the growing atmosphere as well when he said, “And we’re all 
trying to grow separately but together, you know, kind of like a family.  So, even though 
we can all be going in different directions in here we’re still kind of tied together.”  The 
members in the combo developed individually while the ensemble grew collectively as a 
result of the members making progress on their own personal goals and the group’s 
collective goals.   
Learning through personal goals was highly rewarding for the members.  Noah 
said, “Having goals and setting them for yourselves and then really seeing tangible and 
concrete improvement is pretty significant to a person.”  Seeing the improvement was 
particularly exciting for Noah because he perceived that “often when you are living life, 
you’re going to get better at stuff and you’re going to improve yourself but you’re not 
always going to notice it.”  However, this semester Noah said, “It’s not really like that in 
this combo group and in the music that I’m doing right now;” instead it has been more 
“like that aha moment I had when I was just jamming with my friends and I was, like, 
‘man, I definitely couldn’t do this before but now I can.’”  All the members in the group 
participated, in part, because they wanted to improve, so as Noah said, “For the people in 
the combo that musical improvement is pretty important to them too.”   
Preparation for Success as a Musician 
Learning in the combo helped the members prepare to be successful musicians in 
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and outside the school environment.  Subsequently, at the end of the semester the 
members felt better prepared for future jazz combo, and other music playing, 
opportunities.  Roy said, “Having experience in a combo makes us more prepared to play 
in other combo situations, and also for soloing in the big band and kind of all of them 
[music settings].”  This was particularly the case for Roy because by being in the combo 
he realized “that if I get involved in something else, even if I’m not super good at it, I can 
probably get up to where I need to be if I’m working.”  Bill shared that he is more ready 
to play in jazz combos professionally “because I was in a great jazz combo” this 
semester.  He explained, “So, if I’m playing in some other group later, then those skills 
and those things that I’ve learned are going to transfer over.”  Furthermore, Bill felt more 
prepared for “jam session kind of stuff” because “being able to focus more on lead sheets, 
being able to stay in time better, and being more confident soloing and comping” were 
skills that he “improved for sure from playing with the combo.”  Linda mentioned 
“definitely” feeling more “confident” for “combo stuff” because of her time in the combo 
this semester; but added “even small-group things” as well; “like, I play bass in rock 
bands sometimes and what I’ve learned in this group is very transferable to that too, or, 
like, small chamber groups and even non-music groups, like, peer work groups and 
stuff.”  Additionally, because of the way playing jazz in the combo helped develop her 
listening skills and increase her playing dexterity, Linda felt more prepared for playing in 
larger ensembles as well:  
The listening factor again, it’s huge in jazz and it helps me so much in the show 
band and in the orchestra to really, like, center in on my pitch and to know what 
else is going on in the music.  It just makes music come alive more when your 
ears are open to that.  Also, like, practicing my jazz base lines and solo lines helps 
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my dexterity in my right and left hand so much, so it always transfers over to all 
the groups I’m playing in.  I can tell when I’m playing more jazz and when I’m 
playing more classical, because it all helps each other.  And, just like, being a 
musician with other people and collaborating and being musical, or like looking at 
how the changes work in a tune, and then going to orchestra and being like, ‘oh, 
like, I see what the composer is doing there, like, that’s super cool.’ 
Sonny similarly noted that working on jazz improvisation helped him become more 
expressive in his classical playing: 
I’ve noticed this in my classical playing, suddenly it was like magical, I was more 
expressive, more inventive, you know, within the context of classical music then I 
ever have been before; and I thought, ‘whoa when did this happen’ and I think 
that the answer was that I just spent so much time improvising and being 
expressive in that way that it translates very well to classical music. 
Also, like Linda, Sonny said, “I feel like I could be more adaptable to whatever musical 
situation I find myself in because of playing in combos.” He explained,   
Jazz combo is, like, really practical in that it’s like you and another person, you 
just have to play together.  So, I feel like I could play with a pop singer because I 
have gained the ability to at least think about ‘how do I fit in this context.’  If 
someone wanted me to play at a party or a wedding I would be able to, and also 
have sort of the people for it, the contacts.  And, it wouldn’t necessarily have to 
be jazz, it could be some other style.  I would be able to do self-directed music at 
some event. 
Scarlet felt more competent at singing in a jazz combo and gigging after her experience 
in the combo this semester.  She said, “Now I’m a lot more comfortable with what a 
combo is and doing gigs outside of school because I have that knowledge of what to 
expect and what to do in a combo.”  This was important to Scarlet because she wants a 
career as a jazz vocalist: 
The jazz combo actually pertains to what I’m doing with my life.  It’s like 
everything I’m learning is way more helpful to me.  So, I’d say, number one 
improvisation, just having time to improvise with a combo has been something 
helpful; and just learning how to do that and learning how to interact with a 
smaller group while still choosing what you’re doing.  And, like, different styles 
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of music; just knowing if you wanted to do a bossa nova song, this is what it’s 
supposed to sound like.  That’s a lot more helpful to me because I’m going to be 
writing music or arranging music; or if someone says ‘I want you to do this bossa 
nova song’ I’m going to have to know how that sounds, so, that’s a lot more 
helpful to me.  Everything in jazz pertains so much more to other jazz. 
Gretchen indicated that participating in the combo this semester gave “me ideas of things 
that I could use my drumming talent for in the future, like, gigging” and “I want to teach 
drum lessons.”  Based on what she learned from “being in a combo,” Gretchen believes, 
“I can help other people succeed in that aspect of drumming; I can pass on that 
knowledge that I have learned.  So, it’s made me better prepared to teach other people; 
and it’s also made me better prepared to learn from other people too.”  For Noah, the jazz 
combo experience helped him become more of “a guitar player’s guitar player;” for 
instance, “blues has never really been my strongpoint” but in the combo Noah worked on 
playing bluesy, so “when I was playing the other day with my friends, I was like ‘man 
this is really happening, it sounds really good’ and it’s, like, ‘yeah;’ it was just really fun 
and I was really able to play a blues solo even though I’m not, like, a blues guy.”  Noah 
also appreciated gaining more jazz ability in the combo because he likes bringing 
elements of jazz into the other styles and situations that he plays in.  He said, “The basis 
of all my music is kind of rooted in jazz music and whenever I’m thinking about playing 
in, like, a rock group, or a folk group, or whatever, I kind of have that jazz framework in 
mind;” so “I’m always thinking ‘how can I expand upon the ideas in a jazz way but 
within the idiom of the music that I am playing in.’”  Therefore, improving in the jazz 
combo increased his capacity for bringing jazz elements into the other groups he plays 
with.  He shared, “As I grow better in jazz music within this combo, as I have a lot within 
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this period of time, I’m better able to express that.” 
Networking.  Learning to network is important for creating music opportunities 
beyond the classroom.  Dr. Bird said: 
People who function in a combo have to learn how to be business 
people.  Learning how to promote what you are doing, learning how to capture 
what you are doing, and then learning how to charge for what you are doing, and 
how to collect for what you are doing.  Part of that too is ‘okay how can we get 
chances to perform now, where do we play.’   
The combo provided the members with some networking opportunities.  For 
starters, networking happened amongst the members of the combo, including myself.  
Some of the group members used each other for other music making projects outside the 
combo setting during the semester.  For instance, Noah played on Scarlet’s school of 
music audition and Scarlet got some gigs performing at the student center that she invited 
the members of the combo to participate in.  I likewise provided some of the combo 
members with opportunities to play on shows with me or at other events during the 
semester.  Performing and then meeting audience members sometimes offered 
networking opportunities as well.  Roy commented, “Like, this last week where we did a 
whole bunch of gigs, talking and starting to network with people was cool, and learning 
how to set those things up.”  After performing Scarlet’s tune at the combined combo 
concert, Scarlet was approached by an individual that presented her with an opportunity 
to record her original song and have it be on another student’s album.   
Many of the members felt that gaining some networking experience as part of 
being in the combo was valuable to them professionally.  Roy said, “Getting more and 
more of networking and getting to build relationships with people you’re playing for, and 
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stuff like that, it’s all been pretty important.”  He added that because “I’ve networked 
some, like, now I’m actually getting calls about doing stuff and making some money, 
which is really nice.”  In addition to the immediate opportunities they provided each 
other during the semester, getting to know each other in the combo may potentially create 
future benefits as well.  Scarlet commented, “Even, like, a lot of the people in the combo, 
who knows who they’re gonna be in the future or who they’re gonna work for;” 
therefore, “you never know what kind of business opportunities you’ll have in the future 
because of that.”  She felt that it was “best to show them your best,” the members of the 
combo, “because, like, in ten years maybe they’ll be working for a band that’s gonna be 
touring and they’re, like, ‘oh, I knew this girl in college that was a great vocalist, we 
should bring her along,’ bam.”  Networking in the combo gave the members real-world 
experience seeking employment and music making opportunities, which was particularly 
valuable for those desiring to play music outside the school setting. 
Preparation for Greater Success as a Human Being    
The combo was a place where the members not only developed music skills that 
helped them prepare to be successful musicians outside the school setting, but they also 
developed personal skills and traits that prepared them to be more successful as human 
beings.  As Linda suggested, in the combo “it’s possible to grow a lot as a group and as a 
person.”  The members all noticed personal characteristics they improved upon in the 
combo that carried over and benefited other aspects of their lives. Noah said, “The skills 
that I’ve developed as a musician are certainly helpful to me as a person,” such as 
“confidence” and “self-expression.”   For Bill, the combo helped him gain “more of a 
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work ethic for sure,” a greater ability to “focus,” and the capacity for “being more open.”  
According to Bill, opening himself up through the music was particularly valuable 
because “there’s a lot of times in my life where I’ve had a lot of anxiety and been not as 
open;” but “jazz is a good way of being open and kind of loosening yourself up and just 
learning to have more confidence to express yourself.”  Gretchen shared that “a lot of the 
ways that I’ve grown this semester helped me recognize what I need to do to be 
successful,” such as “being proactive, getting things done, making decisions, and not just 
being wishy washy about what to do;” and “if I do get discouraged I know that I can pick 
myself back up and keep going, that’s a big one.”  She also felt that developing 
“communication skills” and her capacity for “working with other people and being able 
to connect with someone in a short amount of time” were valuable to her as an engineer.  
Linda said, “Teamwork, leadership, just all those necessary skills in a combo you need, 
like, being prepared, showing up on time, being ready for performances and deadlines 
and everything like that,” and “being more creative; I feel like that’s helping me and it 
will help me more in the future.”  For Roy, “Communicating with and understanding 
people for sure, that’s probably like the big thing; and then just smaller things, like, 
networking and scheduling.” along with “improvising both on the horn and in life,”  
“staying relaxed,” “being adjustable,” “being able to use time effectively” and make 
improvements “where there’s not always an easy fix;” “those are things that are really 
preparing me for other stuff.”  Sonny noted “collaboration” and “people skills, that is 
applicable anywhere.”  Scarlet shared, “I’ve learned how to be a better leader in a 
musical group, especially with people with instruments you don’t necessarily even 
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understand, and I’ve learned how to be a better team worker in general, and those skills 
are applicable to any medium.”   
In addition to gaining meaningful personal learning that would continue to benefit 
them after the semester ended, the combo members gained a greater appreciation for 
music and the effort it takes to create a music production.  They greatly valued the fun 
they had, the outcomes of their consistent hard work, the emotional and personal growth 
they achieved, their friendships, their enlarged confidence, their musical interactions and 
communications, and the overall experience they had playing music and performing 
together in general.  Scarlet commented, “Even if you’re not going to learn music 
anymore [after the semester is over], you appreciate those beautiful moments where you 
felt something, those aren’t worthless, even if they’re not written down in the history 
books.”  Sonny concluded, “I think everyone should play music because all those things 
that we’ve talked about are just infinitely applicable to the real world, so yeah, it is 
important for anyone.” 
Chapter Summary 
In the combo, the members experienced whole-person learning and they grew in 
holistic ways.  As part of the whole-person process, the members learned through 
cognitive procedures and they grew in their capacity for cognition.  They used visual and 
aural means for learning tunes.  The members also utilized emotions and feelings in their 
learning and development, while also growing emotionally.  The feelings they had added 
to their cognitive understanding and helped them improve the way they played their 
music.  The members particularly grew emotionally as they surpassed negative emotions 
 247     
 
that could have kept them from participating in the combo or making improvements.  
They also grew emotionally as they learned to express their feelings in the music; and as 
they gained the capacity to temper emotions that might encourage them to react poorly in 
a given situation rather than take appropriate action.  Furthermore, the members learned 
experientially while also becoming more capable in their abilities to play and act well in 
various musical and cooperative group situations.  By gaining experience in putting the 
theoretical principles of jazz into practice, the members became more fully-functioning 
musicians.  The learning and development that occurred in the combo was personally 
meaningful and relevant to the members.  They were able to set, and work towards 
achieving, their own personal goals in the combo along with goals the group collectively 
set as an ensemble.  Playing in the combo helped these students prepare to successfully 
participate in jazz combos and other similar self-directed settings outside of the 
classroom.  Additionally, the musical skills and attributes that the members developed in 
the combo likewise crossed over and helped improve the members’ abilities in all their 
other music making endeavors.  By learning in these whole-person ways, the members 
became more capable, fully-functioning persons and musicians.    
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Chapter 9: 
Becoming More Fully-Functioning 
With combos the learning experience is a lot more of a trial and error way of learning.  
You have to take some risk in trying something new and if it completely fails then you 
pick yourself back up, practice it a little bit, and then try it again. ~ Gretchen 
Throughout the semester, the members became more fully-functioning persons 
and musicians because they engaged in processes that helped them learn and grow, and 
become more capable as whole-persons.  These development and improvement 
procedures included learning through a combination of cognitive, emotional, and 
experiential means in the combo setting.  Making choices, choosing to act, facing 
challenges and opposition, overcoming weaknesses, answering questions, solving 
problems, and learning through trial and outcome experimentation were all part of the 
members’ educational experience.  The more capable and fully-functioning the members 
became as they learned through these means, the greater their capacity for successfully 
participating in the combo, while living and functioning in the best way possible as each 
moment occurred in the ensemble.  I begin this chapter with a vignette that portrays a 
short coaching session where Linda went through learning processes that helped her 
become a more fully-functioning bass player.  As the chapter progresses, I describe 
cognitive, feeling, and action driven learning processes, the role of making choices in the 
members’ learning, overcoming challenges, weaknesses, and opposition, and aspects of 
living in the moment. 
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Vignette 
As everyone was packing up and putting things away after the group’s sixth 
rehearsal, Linda asked me if I could give her some more suggestions on how to improve 
her walking bass lines.  I had made some comments to her during previous rehearsals 
about being more authoritative in her playing and creating a more defined time feel in her 
lines, but she was not exactly sure how to go about doing that.  I did not have time right 
at that moment but offered to meet with her for a few minutes at a later time.  She agreed 
and we set up an appointment.   
When we got together, I first explained that it sounded as though she was simply 
following along with how the other members of the group were playing their parts, rather 
than, as a leader, contributing her part with more authoritative calculation.  I suggested 
that the combo would groove much better as a group if she created a more solid time feel 
in her bass lines.  I asked her to play a walking line over any set of changes that she felt 
comfortable with so that I could help her learn to create a more solid and driving groove 
in the line.  Linda commented, “That’s part of my issue.”  I asked, “Knowing what notes 
to play?”  She responded, “Yeah, part of it is that I’m just trying to, like, think of a new 
bass line for every chorus and stuff, so the quieter I get is because I’ve run out of ideas.”   
We continued to talk about her concern for a few moments.  From Linda’s 
comment and our discussion, I realized that there were a couple things missing from 
Linda’s understanding that could help her learn to play better walking bass lines.  I drew 
up a set of chord changes and then explained and demonstrated some approaches for 
selecting notes when improvising bass lines; and I made sure she understood that she 
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could play similar things each time she went through the changes, which she was 
unaware of before.  Then, Linda played a walking bass line through the chord changes 
and tried to utilize the approaches I had explained and demonstrated.   
Linda started to get a handle on the concept, so we added the second component 
she was missing, creating a driving time feel.  Using the approaches we were working on 
for note selection, I demonstrated how the same lines could be played with a wide variety 
of time and groove feels.  I asked her if she could feel the difference between them.  She 
indicated that she could.  I demonstrated the difference between how she had been 
playing in the combo previously to how she could potentially play with a more confident 
and convincing driving energy.  Linda tried playing through the changes again and did 
her best to capture the more dynamic feel.  This time, Linda did better than before but 
was still not quite making the time drive to the extent that she could.  So, we discussed 
some technical aspects for how to create the desired time feel in walking bass lines and 
she tried playing through the changes again.  Linda continued to make progress; and I 
gave her some specific feedback to help her recognize where she was making 
improvements and what to continue aiming for.  Linda indicated that she was starting to 
get it more and that she knew what to work on now.   
As the semester progressed, Linda’s bass lines really improved.  She got better at 
selecting notes and she became much more proficient at creating a strong and driving 
time feel that benefited the entire combo.  The combined processes of learning new 
concepts, developing new techniques, gaining an understanding of how to interpret her 
feelings and create the desired time feel, applying the approach to combo situations, and 
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gaining more and more experience doing so, helped Linda become more fully-
functioning as a bassist.           
Cognitive, Feeling, and Action Driven Learning Processes 
All throughout the semester, the members became more fully-functioning human 
beings and musicians as they participated in learning processes that combined all three 
parts of whole- person learning: (a) cognition; (b) feelings and emotions; and (c) actions 
and experience (see Figure 5).  
  
 
 
 
Figure 5.  Three aspects of whole-person learning.  
  
Starting the process of becoming more fully-functioning as a human being, or as a 
musician, in the combo frequently began when the members learned a new piece of 
information.  This was sometimes congruent with developing a new skill.  Once the new 
piece of information (and any related skills) had been absorbed, or while being absorbed, 
the members often experienced an emotional connection, a feeling that helped them know 
whether the information was true and how it was relevant to them personally.  These 
feelings also helped them determine how to apply the information (and any related skills) 
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to their music playing or situations in life as human beings.  After the relevance of the 
information (and any related skills) was understood within the context of personal 
application, the members applied their new knowledge (and related skills) to their music 
playing and/or how they were functioning as a person in the combo.  By gaining 
experience using their new knowledge and skills in combo situations that mimicked real-
world scenarios, the members came full circle in their learning.  Now, they not only knew 
a piece of information in theory, but were more capable of implementing or using that 
information in a given situation, subsequently their ability level increased.  Likewise, 
through the application process their understanding of the information and/or skill(s) 
deepened as well, because experiencing its application gave them greater cognitive and 
emotional depth, perspective, and understanding (see Figure 6). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6.  Process for Becoming more Fully-Functioning based on my observations.   
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This process of becoming more fully-functioning persons and musicians occurred 
all throughout the semester.  For example, the members’ often improved their abilities to 
improvise and play their parts in the combo when they learned a new theoretical idea, 
technique, scale, lick, or chord; and then experienced an emotional connection that led 
them to physically or mentally master the new information/skill and determine a way to 
apply it to their playing in the combo.  Excitement was a common emotion they felt in 
these moments.  Once they had determined how to implement the new information or 
technique into their playing, the members tried to do so.  They were not always proficient 
at doing so immediately, but after successfully making it happen they had come full 
circle and were now more fully-functioning musicians because they not only cognitively 
knew about and emotionally understood the relevance of the new information or 
technique, but they were actually more adept at using it to improvise or play their parts. 
Another example of this learning and development process happened when the 
members worked to improve in their individual (and collective) abilities to communicate 
musically.  After playing together for a couple weeks and having their first performance, 
the members and I determined that they needed to communicate better musically to 
improve as individual musicians and as a combo.  However, knowing that they needed to 
communicate better did not automatically mean that the members started communicating 
better.  We discussed theoretical techniques for communicating musically in a jazz 
combo that they could potentially implement to improve in their ability to communicate 
musically.  I suggested options based upon my experience as a jazz musician; in essence, 
I gave them new information.  Subsequently, they had emotional connections with this 
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information, such as feelings of enthusiasm or excitement, when they realized how 
implementing my explanations might help them improve.  This understanding then 
motivated them to find ways to implement my suggestions into their playing.  
Consequently, as the members experienced successful moments communicating 
musically in the combo, they became more fully-functioning musicians who not only 
knew about musical communication and felt of its importance, but were actually capable 
of communicating musically.  Furthermore, the more the members had successful 
experiences communicating musically, the more fully-functioning they became; though, 
it was a continual development process all throughout the semester.  With each successful 
moment came the building of greater capability, perspective, and depth of understanding.  
In this example of learning to communicate in the combo musically, the move from 
knowing about communication to actually doing it was difficult, so several times 
throughout the semester I crafted opportunities for the group to work on and experience 
successful communicative moments.  Having successful communicative experiences in 
these facilitated occasions, helped the members communicate better when they were 
playing tunes and performing without my immediate assistance.  Thus, because they grew 
as musicians with my help, they became more fully-functioning and were hence capable 
of even greater accomplishment on their own.  Moreover, as the members improved in 
their abilities to communicate musically, the combo became an even more united, 
musical, and fully-functioning jazz combo as a whole.     
A third example of the fully-functioning learning and development process 
occurred when the combo members elected to play an arrangement of I Will Survive, 
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which involved several stylistic changes.  During the drum solo the members wanted to 
collectively play a salsa style vamp for Gretchen to improvise over.  However, at the time 
the members did not know how to articulate what the groove was and were unsure about 
how to create it, though they had a general idea of what it should sound like based on a 
recording they heard of a salsa groove.  To create the groove, the members had to each 
learn how to play a part that involved a new skill, piece of information, and/or a 
technique they had never used before.  Roy and Sonny were needed on auxiliary 
percussion.  I explained that constant quarter-notes should be played on the cowbell while 
the appropriate clave rhythm was played on the woodblock.  Roy chose to play the 
cowbell and Sonny selected the woodblock.  Then, Gretchen further described and 
demonstrated how Roy and Sonny should play their respective parts, and they worked on 
mastering the ability to do so.   The bass line for the groove was different than what 
Linda played in other styles, so I explained and demonstrated on the piano what her bass 
line needed to be like melodically and rhythmically.  We also explored a recording 
together to hear the bass line in context, and she worked on mastering the new bass line 
technique.  The recording the members used as a guide did not include a guitar part, but I 
suggested to Noah that he could strum the chords using the clave rhythm that Sonny was 
playing on the woodblock.  The clave rhythm was a new concept for Noah, so I 
demonstrated how to play it on the guitar while elucidating the rhythm.  Noah worked at 
mastering his ability to strum the chords with that rhythm.  Finally, to complete the 
groove, Bill needed to play a montuno on the piano but he did not know what a montuno 
was.  I first defined, and helped him discover, what a montuno was.  Then, I invited the 
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pianist from the school’s Latin combo to help Bill learn how to play an appropriate 
montuno on the piano for the group’s arrangement, and Bill worked on mastering his 
ability to play the montuno.  Once everybody had gained the ability to do their needed 
skill in the salsa groove on their own, the combo members tried playing all together to 
see if they could get the groove happening.  So, they gained experience implementing 
their new skill into an actual music making setting.  At first, their attempts were sloppy, 
and it took some time before they had it locked in and happening.  Paying attention to 
their feelings helped the members in this process because they knew that it was not quite 
right when it did not feel together, whereas they knew that they were nailing it when it 
felt good.  When the groove was happening, Gretchen was able to work on improvising 
an appropriate style solo over the top of the vamp.  Getting the section so it was grooving 
took time and effort, it did not automatically happen, but as the members worked at it and 
experienced successful moments they became more fully-functioning musicians because 
through this learning process they not only discovered what a salsa groove was but they 
learned how to actually create a salsa groove in their music playing as well.   
Other Starting Points 
While the process of becoming more fully-functioning seemingly began in the 
combo with the discovery and implementation of a new piece of information or skill, it 
was really a continuous cycle.  As a result, the course of becoming more fully-
functioning could begin at any point and proceed in any order so long as cognition, 
emotions or feelings, and experiences were combined and cycled through.  Every new 
experience in the combo, such as playing a new tune, trying a new style, performing on 
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stage for a new audience, or solving a new problem, provided the members with new 
opportunities to apply their knowledge and understanding.  Consequently, they gained 
greater ability in such situations and an even deeper contemplation of what they 
previously knew and understood; and they continually became more and more capable 
and fully-functioning human beings.  For instance, the learning process sometimes began 
in the combo when the members experienced something new that they did not fully 
understand cognitively or emotionally at the time, such as contributing a brilliant melodic 
idea that went beyond their theoretical understanding while improvising a solo.  Having 
such an experience created emotional responses such as fun, excitement, and curiosity 
that then led them to seek for a cognitive explanation as to why the improvised idea was 
so fantastic.  Subsequently, they became more fully-functioning as they came to 
understand mentally and emotionally why that particular idea worked so well; and as they 
continued to further develop and master their ability to implement similar melodic and 
rhythmic ideas in future solos.     
Negative experiences or failures could likewise start the development process.  
For example, at the beginning of the semester Gretchen suggested that the group arrange 
Summertime so that it would start slow and bluesy but end fast and swinging.  When they 
tried playing the tune as planned, the combo members had issues performing the tempo 
change and ended up simultaneously playing the tune in different ways with some 
members at one point in the form while others were elsewhere, which created a musical 
disaster.  In connection with this failed attempt, the members experienced feelings of 
confusion and frustration, and a subsequent desire to fix the issues that caused their 
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mishap.  The main cause for their unsuccessful transition was that most of the members 
were unaware of, or did not understand, the difference between playing a tune in true 
double-time versus double-time feel.  To help solve the issue, I explained and 
demonstrated the difference between the two types of feels and showed them how it 
would sound using the two approaches in their arrangement of Summertime; so, I helped 
the members mentally intake new information.  As the members processed this new 
information, they felt emotional connections, such as excitement, enthusiasm, and 
understanding; and they determined how to apply the new information to their 
Summertime arrangement.  The combo chose to use double-time feel rather than true 
double-time and attempted playing the tune again.  This time the transition from the slow 
tempo at the beginning to the faster double-time feel swing tempo was mostly successful.  
However, some members still struggled with making the transition happen, so the group 
practiced it a few more times.  Once all the members could successfully switch between 
the two tempos they had come full circle as individuals and as a group.  Now they not 
only knew what double-time versus double-time feel was, but they could actually play a 
double-time feel as more fully-functioning musicians.  Linda commented, “We nailed 
double time feel by the end; it didn’t work at first, like, we had to fail a couple times for it 
to sound good, and I feel like we’re really good at transitioning now between different 
times in general.” 
In addition to the development process starting with a new experience, becoming 
more fully-functioning began when the members discovered a new feeling or emotion, or 
when they felt something they had felt before but in a new way.  Having such a feeling 
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was automatically linked with some sort of experience, or some sort of action(s) that the 
member had completed in a given situation.  In this case, the members then became more 
fully-functioning persons as they sought to gain greater cognitive insight and perspective 
into their feeling or emotion, so that they could better control their actions in relation to 
that feeling or emotion in the future.   
For instance, in the music, how unified the members were in the way they phrased 
notes melodically and rhythmically, or how unified they were in performing the 
individual components of a swing groove, created certain feelings.  Sometimes playing 
the music felt good and right, and other times it did not.  Because of the difference, the 
members desired to know how to make their swing time feel good and right all the time; 
they desired to become more fully-functioning in this way.  To help the group improve in 
this aspect, I explained some of the features of phrasing, playing rhythms, and creating a 
good time feel in a swing groove.  So, I gave them new information, which they 
processed cognitively, to help them gain a greater perspective and level of understanding.  
They needed this information to improve the way they played in the swing style.  
However, sharing the information did not automatically help the members fix their issues 
with swing.  In their minds, they were already doing the sorts of things I was explaining.  
The members needed to have a new experience playing the swing style before they could 
more fully understand the information I had shared with them and consequently gain 
greater control over their swing playing.  To do this, I took them through a series of 
exercises where we played swung eighth notes as a combo, first at extremely slow 
tempos, then at medium tempos, and finally at fast tempos.  Through these exercises, the 
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members had new experiences playing swung eighth notes; and they felt the types of 
unity feelings they were going for as an ensemble that only happened when the time feel 
was locked in.  They also noticed a new and different feeling that came with the 
improved playing technique they used to achieve the more swung eighth notes.  Because 
of the new experience playing swung eighth notes, the members understanding of the 
new cognitive information increased, as did their perspective.  Likewise, their 
understanding of the feelings they experienced when playing the music increased, and 
they became more capable of creating those feelings again in the future because of their 
increased control over their playing techniques.  Hence, the more command the members 
gained in this regard, more fully-functioning they became as musicians.    
Making Choices and Choosing to Act 
Internal decision making was an essential component of becoming more fully-
functioning musicians and persons in the combo experience.  As I established in the 
previous section, doing, in addition to knowing, was essential to becoming more fully-
functioning; and in this process of becoming the members had to make choices pertaining 
to their own actions.  They had to choose how and whether they would apply their 
combined cognitive and feeling driven understanding to the situations they continually 
encountered in the combo.  The more decisions were internally chosen by the members, 
rather than externally determined by myself, the more fully-functioning the members 
became, though there were times when my assistance helped them make better choices.  
Essentially though, the members needed agency or the freedom to make their own 
choices for the fully-functioning development process to occur.  This is because, by 
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making their own decisions, the members not only practiced a self-disciplined skill 
needed all throughout life, in and outside of the combo setting; but, they subsequently 
gained an even greater perspective, and depth of understanding, pertaining to the 
information and skills they utilized in making their own choices, as they experienced the 
natural outcomes and consequences of those decisions.  Such outcomes and consequences 
were potentially more emotionally meaningful as tutors, to the relevance and significance 
of the information and understanding they acted upon, when they personally made the 
choice to act themselves.  Hence, their freedom of choice affected the degree by which 
they could progress and grow as musicians and persons in the combo.   
The members struggled, particularly at the beginning of the semester, to make 
decisions; but over the duration of the semester the combo members individually and 
collectively greatly improved in their decisions making, and subsequently became more 
fully-functioning musicians and persons in the process.  Gretchen commented:  
We’re better at making decisions.  At the beginning most of us, had a hard time 
making decisions of what to play and weren’t as comfortable giving our ideas or 
opinions about things.  That was kind of hard at the beginning because you are 
just, like, oh ‘what should we play,’ ‘I don’t know, like, what do you want to 
play;’ and it was somewhat wasteful of time and also just we weren’t really sure 
of anything, and so I think that was hard.  But, through the course of the semester 
we became more comfortable with sharing our ideas and with making decisions.   
The more the members made decisions and experienced the outcomes of those choices 
the more confident they became in making future decisions.  Even when the members 
were uncertain, more was accomplished by selecting an option and taking action rather 
than not choosing to do something.  To discover answers and become more fully-
functioning, the members needed to learn to make decisions and take action.   
 262     
 
Answering Questions, Solving Problems, and Learning through Trial and Outcome 
The learning process regularly began with seeking to answer questions, solving 
problems, and/or experimenting through trial and outcome approaches.  Self-discovery 
was essential in the learning process, and having personal questions and problems to 
solve, along with the opportunity to test out answers and solutions in real situations, 
improved the music and helped the members learn and grow and become even more 
fully-functioning musicians and persons.  Sonny commented: 
Everyone is free to submit ideas and you just go ‘okay’ and you try them.  
Sometimes it causes confusion or you go ‘okay, well something was wrong with 
that, maybe that doesn’t work,’ or sometimes it works and that’s great.  But, the 
freedom to be able to just try stuff brings about a higher level of musicality than if 
you weren’t free to do that. 
Throughout the entire learning process, the importance of self-discovery was extremely 
valuable.  Though I, or a group member, could typically suggest an answer or solution for 
another member’s question or problem, their most meaningful learning happened as the 
members discovered the answer or solution they were looking for themselves.  They 
regularly did this by trying out potential solutions and answers in given situations to see 
what worked.  When they used this approach, their learning engrained at a deeper level 
because the members discovered their own answer, or their own truth.  Additionally, the 
members became even more self-sufficient and fully-functioning because they had taken 
steps towards mastering a learning process that would help them continue growing in the 
future.  This was especially the case, as they continued to apply their new knowledge and 
understanding to the future situations they encountered. 
 263     
 
In the combo, the members and I often discovered potential answers and solutions 
to musical questions or problems by first listening to and analyzing recordings, and by 
discussing our ideas and sharing information with one another as a group.  However, in 
most cases, individually, and collectively as a group, we did not know if a particular 
piece of information was the answer we were looking for, or whether a certain approach 
would solve a problem, until we actually tried applying the idea or information to a given 
scenario.  Solving a problem or answering a question almost always involved 
experimenting with ideas experientially to see if they improved the musical output or not.  
Noah explained: 
There will be times when I’m soloing and I do a rhythm or a little lick or 
something and see, like, ‘okay does this work, oh not really, what if I try this right 
after it and see how that goes, oh it’s a little bit better.’  I’m sure every musician 
has those little moments when they do stuff like that.  In the group it’s about 
trying new ideas where we have to experiment and see if it sticks; and there were 
some ideas that we had that didn’t go through and some ideas that we used. 
Similarly, Gretchen said, “I feel like that’s what I do all the time [trial and error].  I try 
things and then if they don’t work then it’s like ‘oh okay, don’t do that next time.’  
That’s, at least for me, one of the ways that I learn.”  Roy shared:  
In rehearsal I’m a lot more open to trying new things and then seeing if it sounds 
good or not.  Like, on Linda’s tune, I realized that when I was trying to solo with 
the plunger it just wasn’t happening, so on Friday I knew I was just going to drop 
it and that worked, I thought that was way better. 
Bill added, “When I write, there is a lot of trial and error involved in figuring out what 
sounds good as a group.”  Trial and outcome was a major part of discovering solutions to 
problems and answers to questions.  Trying ideas meant taking risks and exposing oneself 
emotionally.  Gretchen said: 
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With combos the learning experience is a lot more of a trial and error way of 
learning.  You have to take some risk in trying something new and if it completely 
fails then you pick yourself back up, practice it a little bit, and then try it again.   
The members did this on a regular basis and as a result they learned from the successful 
versus unsuccessful outcomes that came as a result of the potential answers and solutions 
they implemented.  Bill explained the group’s process: 
With unsuccessful moments you try and figure out what happened or what was 
the cause of the unsuccessful moment; and then figure out, like, what is the thing 
that I have to practice that has to do with this, then practice it.  That’s a great way 
of overcoming those things, kind of taking the proactive approach.  With 
successful moments, figure out ‘how did we do that,’ like, ‘we did this and it 
worked well so let’s figure out how to do it again,’ or ‘how we can do more of 
these kinds of things.’ 
Successful versus unsuccessful was not always a matter of right versus wrong, sometimes 
it was a matter of the good versus better versus best approach.  Gretchen suggested:  
There’s right things to play and wrong things to play but a lot of it is just does this 
work with what other people are playing.  It’s not right or wrong specifically, it’s 
just what feels good, it’s what I think should be there and sometimes maybe 
there’s a better way that you could have played it but that’s the way that you 
played it in that moment; so then you just go back, you listen to what you liked 
what you didn’t like and what worked and what didn’t work, and then you learn 
from that and you change, it’s like repentance. 
Without trying out ideas or experimenting with approaches, the members would not have 
solved any problems, improved their music, or grown and overcome weaknesses.  Scarlet 
commented:   
I wished that unsuccessful moments weren’t necessary because they kind of hurt 
your feelings a little bit; but honestly those are the best teachers.  Those moments 
where you were mortified or something didn’t go right and you never want that to 
happen again or something, those are the best things to learn from.  That’s 
important, you kind of need to be knocked off of your ivory tower sometimes so 
you can climb back up and work the muscles that you are working to climb so you 
are a little bit more capable in the future. 
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The more the members learned through trial and outcome and sought to improve on what 
they considered unsuccessful, the more capable they became in having successful 
moments, in playing the way they desired.  Sonny said:  
If you listen to professionals they don’t have a lot of unsuccessful moments, like, 
they’ve done the trial and error enough to know what works and, you know, 
wrong notes just don’t occur to them because they have already played all the 
wrong notes and they know that they are wrong and so they can say I will just 
play the right ones.  You have to practice that out obviously but they recognized 
that it was wrong and they just do it better. 
During the semester, the members became more fully-functioning musicians and persons 
as they answered questions and determined solutions to problems by experimenting with 
ideas to find out what worked.  In doing this, they proceeded through the whole-person 
learning process, and gained the understanding and ability level they personally desired.      
Overcoming Challenges, Weaknesses, and Opposition 
For the members to truly grow and make progress towards becoming more fully-
functioning, it was essential that they be challenged.  Weaknesses were one type of 
challenge the members experienced.  Uncertainty about what decision to make, or 
emotions such as discouragement or fear that pushed against or opposed their desire to 
take action, were other types of oppositional challenges the members experienced in the 
combo.  Additionally, the members challenged themselves by taking on some difficult 
music endeavors.  Bill commented: 
Whenever you spend time focused on something, you’re going to get better at it, 
that’s part of it.  We also challenged ourselves.  We picked some tunes that were 
kind of hard and we went into some unknown territory with weird rhythms in I 
Will Survive and that kind of stuff, so that was helpful.  We did a lot of concerts, 
you know, and doing that creates some more pressure or more expectation. 
By pushing and struggling against challenges and opposition the members grew and 
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became stronger, more capable and fully-functioning persons and musicians.   
For example, recognizing one’s own weaknesses, or discovering them through the 
aid of myself and/or the other combo members, and then taking action to improve upon 
those weaknesses was part of the process of becoming more fully-functioning in the 
combo.  During the semester, all of the members worked at improving on their personal 
weaknesses.  Gretchen said, “You have to always be willing to learn new things, you 
have to be looking to improve.”  For the members, weaknesses included lacking the 
ability to perform a particular skill or technique, a knowledge deficiency, a character 
flaw, an inability to play the music in a desired way, or difficulty cooperating with a 
combo member as desired.  For instance, Roy was new to improvisation and 
subsequently worked on his weakness of “a general lack of improvisation knowledge and 
vocabulary, which is why I’m just transcribing like crazy, and making sure I have 
everything memorized as far as licks.”  Additionally, Roy worked on improving his 
ability to phrase the notes he played in a jazz style and communicate musically during his 
solos: 
Things in my playing like getting out repeated figures, which I’m still working 
on, and making sure to swing with a good style, and then as a group working on 
communication and building off of each other, and knowing how to build a solo.  
We’ve done a pretty good job at making progress on it. 
Similarly, Scarlet said, “I’m still working a lot on scatting; I’m trying to have better ideas 
to build those scat solos so I’m trying to listen more to what everyone else is doing and 
just copy them; mostly just syllables are weird for me to pick.”  During the semester Bill 
worked on improving his ability to perform as well as he played during rehearsals.  He 
said, “One of my main weaknesses is performance, just playing the same, like, in 
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rehearsal as performance, but that’s one of the big challenges for everybody I feel like.”  
Linda worked on improving her ability to read lead sheets, memorize tunes, and 
improvise solos within the changes.  She explained: 
As a whole, I couldn’t even read a chart [lead sheet] when I came to the school, so 
every semester I’ve gone more in depth and in detail.  This semester I’ve been 
working more on memorization.  I’ve been trying a lot more to work on soloing 
and really playing inside the changes in a constructive way, so that didn’t come 
easily to me because I came from a classical background. 
Noah worked on his ability to memorize tunes.  He said, “I think my biggest weakness is 
the lack of memorization.  I feel like that stems itself to a lot of the other weaknesses that 
I have, and if I’m able to address that then the other weaknesses that I have will be 
diminished.”  Sonny worked on his ability to mesh with the other members of the 
ensemble:  
It’s one thing to play by yourself but when you are trying to play with other 
people you have to be on the same page; and I still struggle with it—not being 
sort of insular and closed within my own self—being able to respond to the other 
musicians, and also pay attention to the changes, and also play my own ideas.  
Juggling all that is still pretty challenging. 
All the members worked to overcome these weaknesses by proceeding through 
the process of becoming more fully-functioning.  They sought to gain and maintain the 
knowledge, understanding, and abilities they needed to perform or behave in the best way 
possible in the various situations they faced in the combo.  In doing so they became more 
fully-functioning musicians and humans.  Furthermore, overcoming weaknesses, though 
necessary, was not always easy, and the members helped each other do so by being 
patient, supportive, understanding, and charitable towards one another.  For the members, 
it was easier to overcome weaknesses and work on improving in such a comfortable, 
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person-centered learning community.  Part of the learning experience was in fact working 
together to create music and seek for remarkable achievement within the confines of the 
members’ strengths and weaknesses.  Sonny commented:  
We all got put into the same combo at different skill levels, and different 
experience with the music, and we have to go from there.  So, dealing with 
people’s strengths and people’s weaknesses and learning to accept them and 
tolerate them for both is a very positive learning experience.  Being able to say 
‘okay, this is what we have, what can we do with it.’  
Even though the members were not perfect, and each had weaknesses, it is important to 
note that they were still able to create great music together.  Though perfection was never 
possible, in reality, the members obtained extraordinary musical accomplishment as 
individuals and as an ensemble, and they personally enjoyed the successful moments 
amidst their failures, while always in the process of continually becoming more fully-
functioning persons and musicians.   
Living in the Moment 
As they became more fully-functioning, the combo members were more capable 
of living in the moment.  Meaning, they were more aware of their own thoughts, feelings, 
and circumstances in any given situation, and they could choose to act in the best way 
possible while fully appreciating the experience they were having.  The jazz combo 
provided constant living in the moment situations because the members improvised solos 
and created their own parts.  Every time the group played a tune it was a new experience.  
Bill said, “With jazz, I mean more than anything, you are living in the moment; things are 
happening just in the moment, and you have to really focus.”  Noah added:  
You’re living in the moment when you are in a combo group because it’s just 
three minutes of music in three minutes time.  You’re making a song up on the 
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spot and you’re thinking about that composition, in a way, as it happens right in 
front of you.  You have to think right in that moment how to make it into a song 
and how to better communicate the ideas of other people and your ideas within a 
piece of music in one moment of time. 
Due to the improvisatory nature of the music, much of what the members played was 
unpredictable or reactionary, so in the combo the members regularly practiced being 
aware of their faculties and acting as best they could by trying to contribute to the music 
in meaningful ways in the very instant that it was happening.  Sonny said:  
It’s so immediate, everything happens now, you don’t have any time to plan or 
say ‘oh this will sound good, I’m going to play it in two measures,’ nope because 
you’re already playing; and so the difficulty is being able to play something that 
sounds good in the very moment that you have to, and that’s very hard.   
Scarlet added:  
Nothing has taught me how to live more in the moment than the combo because 
you can’t really predict what’s going to happen in the songs, and you don’t know 
if you will ever get to hear that ever again, so you really have to appreciate it 
when it happens. 
Being adaptable was part of living in the moment as a more fully-functioning musician 
because of the unpredictable nature of many parts of the music.  This was a learning 
experience for Roy as a new improviser.  He shared:   
If I have a solo coming up and I’m thinking ‘alright this is what I’m going to do’ 
and then what everyone else does is different, just diving into that without second 
thought and building off of that.  Also, if I try to play something and it doesn’t 
work then adjusting to fit whatever just came out of my horn.  That’s something 
I’m still working on but ideally that’s what I should be doing. 
Living in the moment meant making the best of every circumstance, even when things 
were going contrary to how the combo had hoped or planned.  Dr. Bird noted, “Being 
able to roll with the punches and what happens; you take that curve and go with it and 
make it into something better, there is so much of that.”  The combo members tended to 
 270     
 
just keep playing and, as Gretchen said, “I just kind of roll with it” when someone loses 
the form or does contrary to how we had planned.  As they continued in these 
circumstances, the members paid attention to one another and adjusted how they were 
playing in an effort to turn that performance of the tune into the best version they 
possibly could under the circumstances.  Roy observed, “Whenever someone messes 
something up everyone else just picks them up and keeps going without missing a 
beat.”  Playing jazz helped Sonny learn to not overly worry about mistakes, and realize 
that some accidents lead to even greater music making: 
Playing in combos, especially improvising, you can’t worry about mistakes that 
have happened.  You just have to look forward to what you can play next.  I had a 
lot of trouble with this when I first started playing jazz.  I would go for something 
and it wouldn’t work out and then I would just be flustered.  So, playing jazz 
helps you be able to forget the little tiny things and continue; and it can still be a 
successful performance because of that.  I hear it all the time in recordings; and I 
actually kind of like it when people get into an idea and they play themselves into 
a corner, like, John Coltrane does this all the time, like, the idea that he has seems 
to be physically impossible and he’s going for it and he’s going for it and he’s 
going for it and he’s not successful and so, you know, detour, abandon that idea 
and no tears over spilled ideas, just continue. 
Living in the moment in these ways as a combo also took cooperation, communication, 
and teamwork.  According to Linda when the members were not living in the moment as 
they played the music, then it was not locked in and unified.  She said:   
I’ve done it [played her part without living in the moment of the music], it doesn’t 
sound locked in or good.  It sounds almost chaotic, it doesn’t sound like 
teamwork, like, that’s what teamwork sounds like [like the members are living in 
the moment], and when you are not living in the moment it doesn’t sound like that 
and it’s just not fun. 
Practicing and becoming the very best musician possible helped the members prepare to 
live in the moments of music making more proficiently and with more control.  Sonny 
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said: 
When I’m practicing, you have time to work something out until it sounds good, 
but in a band you don’t have that luxury.  So, as much as possible in the practice 
room do all that working out ahead of time so that when you get there it just falls 
out of the horn because you already know it.   
Through working out ideas and mastering the jazz language, the members could better 
improvise music on the spot.  Scarlet shared:  
Once I finally got to the show I felt like I had practiced enough that I, like, let go 
of all of that that I had learned and just hoped it was still in the back of my head 
and then I just put on my own show in the moment, like, kind of just watching 
what the audience’s reactions to things were and just kind of made it my own. 
Because the music was not preplanned, when the members spontaneously created unified 
music in the moment it was emotionally rewarding.  Gretchen explained:  
In a combo it’s just a different feeling when you’re playing and you’re not really 
knowing what the other person is going to do but then you hit something at the 
same time or you play off of someone and there’s just a really cool feeling, like, 
‘wow.’  It wasn’t like we had to all practice the same thing all together; it was just 
more in the moment.  That’s what I really like about combos.   
Through learning to make the best of each circumstance, and by becoming more 
capable at doing so, the members became more fully-functioning persons and musicians.  
Likewise, the more skilled, prepared, and capable the members got at playing the music 
the more they were able to live in the moment in all the bad, good, better, and best 
circumstances the combo experienced.  By living in the moment, the members were open 
to learning from and improving upon their experiences and circumstances, thus 
performing even better in future situations.  Additionally, the more capable the members 
became at living in the moment, the more command they had over their behaviors and the 
more they enjoyed their experience as musicians and persons. 
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Chapter Summary 
In the combo, the members became more fully-functioning persons because they 
engaged in learning processes that combined cognition and skill development with 
emotional or feeling-driven understanding, and gained through experience the application 
of principles and information to actual music making within the ensemble.  For the 
members, learning regularly began with mentally considering a new piece of information 
and/or skill.  This was followed by an emotional response that improved the members 
understanding and potential use of the information and/or skill, as well as the application 
of the information and/or skill in real-world situations.  The cycle was continuous though, 
so learning could begin anywhere within the process; it just needed to continually include 
all three parts of whole-person learning for the members to become more fully-
functioning persons and humans.  Making choices and choosing to act were essential in 
the growth process.  Oftentimes, the members worked through the learning procedure 
because they were trying to solve problems or answer questions.  Trial and outcome was 
a means whereby the members determined if a piece of information or a principle was 
useful for them and true.  Pushing against, and overcoming challenges, opposition, and 
weaknesses helped the members become more capable persons.  The more fully-
functioning the members were the more they were able to successfully live in the moment 
as individuals and as a combo, as they rehearsed and performed music together.  
Meaning, they were aware of their circumstances and could contribute in the best way 
possible.   
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Chapter 10: 
Empowering Students to Become More Fully-Functioning, Self-disciplined, and 
Whole through Person-Centered Learning 
We are faced with an entirely new situation in which the goal of education, if we are 
to survive, is the facilitation of change and learning.  The only person who is 
educated is the person who has learned how to learn; the person who has learned 
how to adapt and change; the person who has realized that no knowledge is secure, 
that only the process of seeking knowledge gives a basis for security.  Changingness, 
a reliance on process rather than on static knowledge, is the only thing that makes 
any sense as a goal for education in the modern world. 
~ Carl Rogers (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994, p. 152) 
The Jazz Combo as a Person-Centered Learning Community  
At the onset of this study, one of my main research questions was how the combo 
would function as a person-centered learning community.  Throughout the semester, I 
observed that the jazz combo functioned as a person-centered learning community 
because the environment was supportive and because the members of the jazz combo 
engaged as active citizens in the combo as they learned, created music, and worked 
together cooperatively.  According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), supportive educational 
settings where students are actively involved in the classroom as citizens, instead of 
passively participating as tourists, transform into person-centered learning 
communities.  Researchers agree that person-, learner-, and student-centered 
environments get the students more involved and engaged in the classroom (e.g., 
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Baloche, 1985; Branker, 2010; Cornelius-White, 2007; Freiberg et al., 1995; Scruggs, 
2008).   
Throughout the semester, the combo members actively participated in the music 
making and learning processes that occurred in the combo as they self-selected their 
repertoire, composed and arranged tunes, determined how they would play tunes, took 
turns improvising solos, solved problems, worked to improve their abilities, and 
performed their music for others.  These music making and learning opportunities helped 
the members engage as citizens in the combo.  As Rogers and Freiberg (1994) suggested, 
students become active citizens in the classroom when they complete projects that 
involve creating new ideas or materials and by having opportunities to display or present 
their own choice of work (pp. 8-10).   
According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), students become active citizens 
through cooperative learning activities; and in the combo working together cooperatively 
did help the members engage as citizens.  In the combo, cooperation included elements of 
equality in our circular setup, member contributions, and discussion approaches.  The 
members worked with me to manage the ensemble.  All the members contributed 
suggestions and ideas, and fulfilled their own stewardships based on the instrument they 
chose to play in the group.  The members did their best to be supportive of one another 
and to work together as a unified team.  They also taught each other musical principles 
and gave one another feedback.  The students contributed their wealth of knowledge and 
experience in addition to my contributions.  Just as Rogers and Freiberg (1994) 
suggested, part of the members’ cooperative efforts involved learning to work together as 
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a group, and then progressed to working together to solve musical problems.  The combo 
members’ cooperative efforts also met the goals of having the students help each other 
learn, gain small-group and interpersonal skills, have meaningful interactions, develop 
positive interdependence, and learn as individuals while also learning as a group (Rogers 
& Freiberg, 1994, pp. 204, 264–265).  
Throughout the semester of this study, I helped the combo become a person-
centered learning community as I worked with the members cooperatively during 
rehearsals.  As Rogers and Freiberg (1994) suggested, I worked in the cooperative setting 
as a facilitator of learning rather than merely being the imparter of information (pp. 204, 
264-265).  Johnson et al. (1991) noted that, too much dependence on authority can 
interfere with cooperation (pp. 33–34); but dependence was not my intention.  As their 
coach, I guided the members in their music making and gave explanations, suggestions, 
and feedback to help them learn and improve their playing.  I also facilitated the 
members’ participation and cooperative problem solving during discussions by inviting 
each member to contribute ideas, through asking questions, and by steering the members 
towards potential solutions to problems.  Johnson et al. (2001) found that when teachers 
and students worked together to determine how a group could improve so they could 
realize greater productivity and achievement, the group processing sessions were more 
beneficial than they were if they were just led by teachers or students; together the 
teachers and students were able to accomplish more (p. 513).   
Rogers and Freiberg (1994) suggested that in person-centered learning 
communities, teachers as facilitators of learning, challenge the students to think for 
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themselves (p. 8); and citizens in person-centered learning communities “take 
responsibility for each other and the facility they enter each day” (p. 9).  They also teach 
one another.  Even though I was there as a faculty coach, the combo members took 
responsibility for the group; and the combo functioned as a self-directed ensemble 
because the members took turns making artistic decisions and leading the group.  As they 
played the music, the members cued each other through eye contact, hand signals, 
motions with their instruments, and in their playing (e.g., a drum fill guiding the group’s 
transition to a new section or a soloist cuing texture and dynamic changes in how they 
expressed their improvised solo).  Besides the explanations and feedback I provided, the 
combo members taught each other concepts and approaches for playing the music, and 
they gave each other feedback and suggestions for ways to improve their individual 
playing as well as the combo’s collective approach.  Furthermore, they made decisions as 
a group based on the recommendations of each member.  This was especially effective as 
the members first listened to and considered the significance of one another’s ideas 
during group discussions and as they were improvising and playing the music, and then 
made their individual and collective decisions based on the various suggestions and 
musical ideas expressed by each member.   
During rehearsals, the combo setup in a circular fashion with everyone facing 
inwards and towards one other.  This made functioning as a person-centered learning 
community more natural.  As Shively (2004) suggested, ensemble members typically 
face the conductor in large ensembles, however, this establishes the instructor as the focal 
point in the room and generates a teacher-centered approach that “does not serve to 
 277     
 
support the musical development of the individual students in that ensemble” (p. 
179).  Because the combo members rehearsed in a circle with everyone facing inwards it 
was easy to see each other and communicate during discussions and music 
making.  Likewise, the setup implied a person-centered equality amongst the members 
and myself, a place where we were all invited and expected to participate and contribute.  
Establishing these person-centered attitudes during rehearsals crossed over to 
performances as well, even though the combo members altered their setup to face the 
audience instead of each other.  In these instances, the group continued to function in a 
cooperative and communicative manner, while also extending their community circle to 
include the audience.   
In the combo, members were individuals with a variety of backgrounds, outside 
interests, and experience levels playing music yet they were able to effectively work as a 
unified team to play jazz in the combo.  Teamwork helped the group function as a 
person-centered learning community partly because it stressed the importance of each 
member’s participation in the group, as all the members were needed to create the music, 
and the necessity for working together.  The combo situation also balanced the members’ 
contributions by defining specific responsibilities each member needed to accomplish. 
According to Johnson, et al. (1991), cooperation does not happen if there are 
dysfunctional divisions of labor, a free-rider effect due to some students not participating 
enough, a sucker effect because certain students are doing most of the work, or a rich-get-
richer effect because a higher ability student is deferred to as the leader (pp. 33–34). 
Having personal musical roles in the combo helped maintain functional divisions of labor 
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and participation in the group as all the members had to equally contribute for the group 
to successfully create excellent music.  Furthermore, as Johnson, et al. (1991) explained, 
having a “clearly perceived positive interdependence” (p.34), meaning that the group 
members recognized how they needed each other to succeed, along with “clearly 
perceived individual accountability and personal responsibility to achieve the group’s 
goals” (p. 34) amongst each member, helped the combo members participate equally and 
work cooperatively.  Because the members all did their part to fulfill their personal roles 
in the combo the group was able to function cooperatively as a person-centered learning 
community.  
In addition to the cooperative, interactive, and active learning and music making 
elements of the combo, the ensemble functioned as a person-centered learning 
community because of self-discipline.  The members usually came to rehearsals and 
performances on time, and they were prepared to participate because they had practiced 
needed skills and worked on learning the music on their own.  The greater control the 
members gained over their playing as musicians, and the more they were able to stay 
focused on the tasks at hand during rehearsals and performances, the better the ensemble 
sounded.  Participating in the group and playing the music with individual authority and 
leadership improved the group’s musical output as well; and the more the members were 
able to balance how they led and followed each other the better the group functioned.  
Trust developed amongst the members as they were individually responsible in their 
personal duties in the combo.  Being self-disciplined helped the combo become a person-
centered community because the members could depend on one another.  Rogers and 
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Freiberg (1994) noted that traditional classrooms versus person-centered learning 
communities are defined by the differences between building self-discipline and 
imposing discipline (p. 221).  The actions of students in person-centered learning 
communities should be sustained by self-discipline rather than external discipline; 
therefore, they may be collectively managed by the teacher and the students rather than 
just the teacher (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994, p. 240).   
The combo was a social setting, and during rehearsals we maintained a fun, light-
hearted environment by joking with and teasing one another in loving and friendly 
ways.  The combo members socialized as they played the music because of the 
conversation-like improvisations that occurred.  In addition to the working discussions 
we had as an ensemble, the members and I took time during every rehearsal to just visit 
about life.  Hancock (2004) noted that sometimes students working in cooperative 
settings valued the informal socialization opportunities over actually learning the 
material, and often spent more time socializing over non-course related topics than 
working together on coursework.  However, in the combo setting even the non-course 
related discussions actually contributed to the group’s musical output because socializing 
in these ways helped the members bond and become friends, and based upon my 
observations and interviews, being friends helped the group work together more 
effectively and create a higher quality of music.  According to Rogers and Freiberg 
(1994), in person-centered learning communities the students not only interact with 
others, but they also create friendships in the class (p. 10).   
In the combo there was a peaceful, supportive, and caring atmosphere that helped 
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maintain the combo as a person-centered learning community.  Rogers and Freiberg 
(1994) argued that person-centered learning communities are supportive, teacher-
facilitated environments where the members feel prized, loved, accepted, trusted, and 
understood (pp. 151–167).  In this group the members were not only benefited by my 
efforts to be supportive, prizing, loving, trusting, and understanding, but they were 
benefited by the kindness they showed one another.  The combo functioned as a person-
centered community when the members and I demonstrated self-disciplined attributes 
like patience, gratitude and offering thanks, humility, apologizing and forgiving, helping, 
supporting and caring, warmth, positivity, empathy, selflessness and looking outward, 
listening to one another and being interested in each other’s ideas, sacrificing for the 
good of the whole, and maintaining self-control.  Interacting with each other in these self-
disciplined ways helped the group excel as a person-centered community and 
environment.  As Johnson et al. (1991) suggested, destructive conflict interferes with 
cooperation, while interpersonal skills and facilitating and encouraging each other’s 
efforts to achieve promotes cooperation (pp. 33–37).  The positive, supportive, and self-
disciplined attitudes the students maintained as they participated in the combo promoted a 
person-centered learning atmosphere where the members felt safe and comfortable 
working together, learning, and creating music.   
The combo members reported that learning and creating music in the combo was 
fun and exciting for them, which aligns with Rogers and Freiberg (1994) argument that 
citizens in person-centered learning communities love and enjoy school.  The enjoyment 
experienced by the combo members is similar to Cornelius-White’s (2007) finding that 
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students were more satisfied in person- and learner-centered settings.  All throughout the 
semester the members actively and willingly engaged as citizens in the music making and 
development processes that occurred in the combo, which aligns with Rogers and 
Freiberg’s (1994) argument that in classrooms functioning as person-centered learning 
communities the students are shareholders in their own learning so they get involved in 
the classroom activities (p. 9). 
Person-Centered Learning and Development Outcomes  
 My second, third, and fourth research questions at the onset of this study were in 
relation to what person-centered learning outcomes would occur in the combo over the 
course of one semester.  I wanted to know how the students would develop through 
whole-person learning, emerge as more fully-functioning persons, and gain greater self-
discipline.  In the combo, the members grew and developed personally and musically 
throughout the semester by learning as whole persons, developing greater self-discipline, 
and becoming more fully-functioning. 
During the semester, I observed that the combo members grew cognitively, 
emotionally, and experientially as whole persons, and as a result they became more fully-
functioning.  According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), student development is improved 
in person-centered environments because the students learn as whole persons through a 
combination of right- and left-brain cognition, feelings and emotions, and the gaining of 
experiences that together create deeper more pervasive learning that is not easily 
forgotten, instead of just experiencing mind only learning (pp. 35–38).  The combo 
members grew cognitively as they gained new musical knowledge, learned tunes, 
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developed greater playing skills, and increased their capacity for creative, musical, and 
problem-solving thought processes.  Researchers have found significantly positive 
correlations between improved student learning and/or achievement and person- or 
learner-centered approaches (e.g., Armbruster et al., 2009; Freiberg et al., 1990; Freiberg 
et al.,1995; Freiberg et al., 2001; Freiberg et al., 2009; Opuni, 2006; Scruggs, 2008), or 
informal approaches that fit within the person-centered framework (Green, 2008a, 
2008b).  In the combo, the members learned more than new musical information, tunes, 
and skills—though those things were part of their learning—they learned how to learn, 
how to solve problems and issues, how to make good decisions, how to create music, 
how to overcome difficulties, how to work with others, and how to continue creating their 
own music and developing as persons and musicians outside the classroom, which they 
were motivated to do.  Similarly, Armbruster et al. (2009) noted that students’ 
proficiency with higher order problem-solving skills increased through student-centered 
approaches (p. 211); Cornelius-White (2007) found that person- and learner-centered 
models have an unusually high correlation with critical and creative thinking (p. 131); 
Green (2008a, 2008b) concluded that students developed greater critical analysis skills 
through informal learning; and Scruggs (2008) discovered that students in learner-
centered orchestras gained problem-solving skills, experienced greater musical growth, 
and developed more intellectual maturity because their learning went beyond merely 
developing technical skills and learning repertoire (pp. 161–162).  Experientially, the 
combo members became more capable at successfully playing music in a variety of 
combo and jazz tune scenarios.  They got better at implementing musical and personal 
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answers in the numerous cooperative and musical situations they experienced in the 
combo.  They grew in their abilities to improvise over various chord changes, play 
melodies, rhythms, chords, and grooves with appropriate style, successfully fulfill their 
roles in the group, compose and arrange tunes and playing parts, rehearse and fix issues 
in the music, and jam with others.  At the end of the semester, the members did not just 
know more, they could do more.  The members became more capable of performing, 
behaving, and participating in the best way possible in any given moment or situation as 
musicians and humans because their musical and personal capabilities became more 
fully-functioning.  According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), students in person-centered 
learning communities learn to behave and participate in the best way possible in each of 
life’s experiences (p. 327).  
Based upon my observations and interviews, the members grew emotionally in 
the combo as they increased their capacity to overcome negative or oppositional feelings 
such as fear, nervousness, anxiety, stress, doubt, discouragement, or frustration, and 
control their actions in response to those feelings rather than allow those feelings to 
hinder their participation in the group.  The members discovered that, though such 
feelings were sometimes a natural aspect of participating in the group, they could manage 
them by taking action to accomplish a task or goal even when a negative emotion was 
creating opposition for doing so.  Creating positive thoughts in a mental coaching 
fashion, relying on the memory of previous positive and reassuring experiences, forming 
realistic expectations rather than demanding perfection, and leaning on the uplifting 
energy of others were also helpful approaches.   
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Throughout the semester, the combo members gained confidence in their abilities 
to play music and improvise, work together as a group, solve problems, and perform in 
front of others.  They indicated that their confidence increased as they became more 
capable as musicians; and with events such as the crowd cheering after an improvised 
solo, or when they successfully recovered from a mishap.  The positive feelings they felt 
in those types of moments replaced the negative feelings they had previously 
experienced.  Researchers similarly found that through informal, person- or learner-
centered, and/or cooperative learning approaches students developed a more positive self-
image and/or experienced increases in their levels of confidence or self-esteem (e.g., 
Cooper et al., 1980; Cornelius-White, 2007; Green, 2008b; Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; 
Slavin, 1989; Springer et al., 1999).   
In addition to gaining confidence and the ability to manage negative emotions in 
the combo, the members furthered their ability to express their feelings as they 
improvised and played the music, which helped them develop emotionally.  They also 
learned how to better recognize and interpret the feelings they had as they were playing 
the music.  Doing so helped them unify the group’s sound because elements in the music 
like tension and release, rhythms, tempos, time feels, dynamic, texture changes, and 
grooves were experienced and managed through feelings as much or more than through 
thought processes alone.  The members felt that playing music in the combo was 
emotionally rewarding, particularly because they got to express themselves through 
improvisation and because it felt great to successfully improve their aptitudes for playing 
the music and working as a group.  Because the members gained more control over their 
 285     
 
emotional and feeling driven faculties, they became more fully-functioning as musicians 
and persons.  According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), persons who emerge from the 
best of educational settings become more fully-functioning partly because they have 
experienced optimal psychological growth ( p. 327); and Johnson et al. (1991) noted that 
in cooperative settings students develop psychological health related to “emotional 
maturity, well-adjusted social relations, strong personal identity, and basic trust in and 
optimism about people” (p. 68) instead of “emotional immaturity, social maladjustment, 
delinquency, self-alienation, and self-rejection” (p. 69). 
 During the course of the semester, the members developed greater self-discipline, 
which likewise helped them become more fully-functioning as persons and musicians.  
Researchers found that students in cooperative, person-centered, and learner-centered 
settings demonstrated greater self-discipline because there was less absenteeism, fewer 
occurrences of off-task or disruptive behaviors, and/or a reduced need for disciplinary 
actions such as referrals to the principal’s office, warning notices sent home, or 
suspensions from school (e.g., Cornelius-White, 2007; Freiberg et al., 1989; Freiberg et 
al., 1990; Freiberg et al., 1995; Hwong et al., 1993; Johnson & Johnson, 1981; Opuni, 
2006).  In the combo, the members demonstrated greater self-discipline as they gained 
more control over their actions as humans and musicians in the various situations of the 
combo.  As musicians, they improved at staying within the tune forms, choosing optimal 
notes during their improvisations, playing with good phrasing, dynamics, textures, and 
storytelling elements, and making fewer mistakes while also recovering more quickly 
when mistakes were made.  The members recognized the types of musicians they wished 
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to become individually along with the type of ensemble they wanted to have collectively; 
as a result they took disciplined action towards making improvements and reaching their 
goals.  In doing this, the members learned to effectively manage their time, both personal 
and group time, by creating priorities and balancing the different ways that they wanted 
and needed to use their time.  Along these lines, the members recognized the need for 
showing up and being on time and they did their best to do so.  They became more self-
disciplined in their decision making.  Rogers and Freiberg (1994) noted that having self-
discipline means knowing oneself and recognizing what actions are needed to grow and 
improve as a person; persons with self-discipline make good choices, have goals and 
priorities, and effectively organize their time (pp. 221–222). 
Along with gaining control over their actions and abilities, and effectively 
managing their time, the members became more self-disciplined and fully-functioning 
persons in the combo because they developed greater social skills and learned to work 
together.  According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), person-centered learning 
communities help students become socialized individuals capable of working with others 
in a democratic fashion.  Researchers have found that students in cooperative, informal, 
and student- or learner-centered settings improved at working together (e.g., Branker, 
2010; Green, 2008a; Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Scruggs, 2008; Slavin, 1989).  Additionally, 
Cornelius-White (2007) determined that person- and learner-centered approaches 
positively affected students’ social connections and skills, and help students create better 
relationships (pp. 131, 134); while researchers of cooperative approaches discovered that 
when students worked together their relationships improved, and cooperation regularly 
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led to the creation of friendships, even amongst those in different social or ethnic groups 
(e.g., Cooper et al., 1980; Johnson & Johnson, 1981, 1982; Slavin, 1989).   
Playing music was a social experience and the combo members gradually became 
friends as the got to know one another and learned how to work together.  Sharing ideas 
and collectively making decisions played a big part in how effectively the members 
cooperated, and subsequently how well they created and improved their musical output.  
Based upon my observations and interviews, the combo members learned to more 
effectively share their ideas, suggestions, and feedback, and improved with their ability to 
listen to, hear, and understand what each other had to offer.  As a result, they got better at 
making decisions based on one another’s input.  Similarly, Branker (2010) found, in a 
study of small, self-directed jazz groups, that as the students’ ability to listen to one 
another’s ideas and critically analyze the music improved they got better at finding and 
fixing music performance issues and at working together productively.      
During the semester, the combo members developed teamwork and became more 
unified personally and musically.  The more each member improved the more the combo 
improved collectively and the more united they became.  The members learned how to 
contribute in ways that complemented what the other members contributed.  They learned 
to lock in their parts with the groove, style, tempo, and creative approaches happening on 
each tune along with the specific contributions of each member.  The group improved 
with recognizing and fixing discrepancies; and they became more effective at trading off 
playing opportunities like comping between the guitar and piano.  In the combo the 
members learned to trust one another from playing together in settings where they had to 
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rely on each other, and during the semester the more dependable the members became the 
more they trusted each other.  Branker (2010) similarly noted that small jazz groups 
became more cooperative as the students improved at trusting one another; trust was a 
crucial part of their working together (pp. 177, 182–183); and Johnson et al. (1991) 
determined that students must trust one another in cooperative settings, so trust tends to 
be developed and maintained when cooperation occurs (p. 53).   
Along with trust, leadership was an important aspect of the cooperation that 
occurred in the combo.  Throughout the semester, the members developed leadership 
skills in the combo.  Researchers likewise found that students developed leadership skills 
in informal, student- or learner-centered, and cooperative learning settings (e.g., Branker, 
2010; Green, 2008b; Scruggs, 2008).  In the combo the members became leaders as they 
increased how confidently they contributed in the group, and how well they played their 
instrument and parts with authority.  The members also developed leadership skills as 
they learned to effectively balance both leading the combo and following the efforts and 
suggestions of the other members.  When the members participated as dependable leaders 
in the combo, it was easy to trust one another and work together cooperatively.   
Because the combo members had to work together to create music, the combo 
setting provided them with opportunities to develop self-disciplined characteristics like 
positive, caring, and supportive attitudes, gratitude, humility, selflessness, patience, 
warmth, a forgiving nature, empathy, and being understanding of each other’s opinions 
and weaknesses or mistakes.  Rogers and Freiberg (1994) suggested that the 
improvement of self-discipline in person-centered learning communities is portrayed 
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through attributes like trust and trustworthiness, the ability to listen to others and to one’s 
self, being responsible, peacemaking, maturely participating in self-directed or free and 
active learning environments, and helping and caring for others (pp. 221–240).  The 
members of the combo got along and worked well together because they treated each 
other well.  In the combo, the members regularly manifest self-discipline by sacrificing a 
personal desire for the good of the whole group, choosing to play accompaniment parts in 
ways that supported the soloist instead of drawing attention to oneself, trying to uplift one 
another and the audiences during performances over receiving personal recognition, 
helping each other haul, setup, and take down equipment, listening to one another 
verbally and musically, sharing solo opportunities, cheering each other on and offering 
supportive comments, teaching one another and helping each other be successful, 
forgiving one another over mistakes, apologizing for mishaps, and showing appreciation 
by expressing thanks.   
Throughout the semester, the members gained greater communication skills in the 
combo, which helped them become more fully-functioning musicians and persons as 
well.  Verbally, they became better at explaining concepts and expressing their ideas.  
This paralleled their increased understanding of terms and musical processes.  Similarly, 
Branker (2010) found that students in small, self-directed jazz groups, improved at 
communicating over a ten-week period because they got better at articulating their 
thoughts and opinions, and they became more confident in doing so (pp. 172–174).  
Besides verbal communication, the combo members improved at communicating 
nonverbally.  They learned to effectively give and receive conducting cues, and direct 
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each other through various sections of the music.  Furthermore, over the course of the 
semester, the members improved at individually and collectively communicating 
musically.  Their improvised solos improved as they chose notes that better reflected each 
tune’s stylistic expectations and chord structures, expressed their ideas with more 
continuity and fluidity, created more complete musical statements that told stories or took 
the listeners on musical journeys, and phrased their ideas in ways that fit within the jazz 
idiom.  The members learned to interact with one another in conversation-like ways and 
developed a greater capacity for playing ideas that complemented and responded to what 
the other combo members played.  They also improved with expressing emotion and 
feeling in the music.  For the members, playing and speaking more effectively paralleled 
the development of greater listening and comprehension skills.  Green (2002) found that 
listening was a crucial aspect of how popular musicians learned to play music and how 
they became encultured in a genre’s style.  In the combo, the members learned how to 
effectively play or communicate in the jazz style by listening to each other and to 
recordings of professional jazz musicians.  Over time, their capacity increased for 
actually hearing and comprehending the elements of the music and what the other 
members of the group were contributing when they played music together.  The more the 
members could comprehend the musical elements the more effective they got at 
expressing their ideas and interacting with and responding to the ideas the other members 
expressed.  Likewise, the more the members were able to effectively hear and 
communicate musical ideas the more their musicianship increased.  For all types of 
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communication, listening, seeing, hearing, and understanding brought about greater 
levels of communication.   
In the combo, the members’ learning and development was personally meaningful 
and relevant to them individually.  According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), only the 
students can evaluate and determine if their classroom experience is meeting their 
educational needs by enlightening their understanding and helping them grow in ways 
that are valuable and needed; and they maintained that in person-centered learning 
communities the students experience learning that is, according to the students, 
personally meaningful and relevant (pp. 35–38).  The members felt that their learning 
was personalized and relevant to them individually in the combo because they selected 
the tunes that the group learned and they had opportunities to make progress towards 
achieving their own individual goals.  Gibson (2011) similarly found that when students 
got to help design the course syllabus at the beginning of the semester, the course was 
more personally meaningful to them (p. 98).  The combo members also felt that their 
learning was relevant and valuable because the knowledge, skills, experiences, and 
development they gained in the combo helped them prepare to successfully participate in 
jazz combo and other musical opportunities outside the school in the future.  Similarly, 
Green (2008b) discovered that through informal learning the students made more 
personal and real-world connections with the subject; and Scruggs (2008) found that in 
the learner-centered orchestras the students gained confidence for creating their own 
performances with small groups, and they were more inclined to continue performing and 
learning outside the school without the teacher (pp. 146–148).   
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Besides musical preparation, the combo members felt that their learning in the 
combo benefited them in their broader lives.  They experienced growth in the combo that 
crossed over into non-musical situations.  Because of their development in the combo, the 
members reported that they were more prepared to be successful as human beings in 
other social, cooperative, problem-solving, performance, self-disciplined, and learning 
contexts outside the combo setting.  Tien et al. (2002) similarly noted that with a peer-led 
team learning cooperative approach the students were “engaged in an alternative model 
for learning how to learn that is transferable to other situations” (p. 625).  All the combo 
members reported that they loved their experience in the group and desired to continue 
developing their musicianship and playing in jazz combos after the semester ended.  
According to Johnson et al. (1991), students that worked together cooperatively likewise 
left the classroom with more motivation to continue learning about the subject after the 
course concluded.  Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) argued that students who have emerged 
as more fully-functioning persons will continue to learn, personally develop, change, and 
discover new things all throughout their lives (p. 327). 
Person-Centered Learning and Development Processes 
The final research question I had at the outset of this study was in what ways are 
whole-person learning, the development of self-discipline, and the emergence of more 
fully-functioning persons enabled in this collegiate jazz combo?  During the course of the 
semester the combo members did not just gain knowledge about performing in a jazz 
combo, but they became more capable as musicians and humans through combined 
cognitive, emotional, and experiential processes.  The cooperative, communicative, and 
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person-centered approaches we used in the combo for learning and creating music, all 
throughout the semester, naturally facilitated opportunities for the members to grow as 
whole-persons and become more fully-functioning and self-disciplined.    
Whole-person and fully-functioning development often began with learning a new 
piece of information or developing a new skill through cognitive processes.  As the 
members applied the new knowledge and/or skill to real performing scenarios they 
gained experience and developed their capacity for effectively implementing in reality 
information and theoretical understanding, rather than just knowing how to use certain 
skills or pieces of information in theory.  Also, based upon my observations and 
interviews, emotional connections or feelings added greater understanding for the 
members, communicated more insight, and helped them determine how to apply the new 
knowledge or skill(s) situationally.  Subsequently, their added experiences utilizing the 
information or skill created an even greater understanding of the information and related 
skills.  Although whole-person learning occurred for all of the combo members 
throughout the semester, members were often challenged by their weaknesses or the 
difficulty of actually doing in practice what they understood cognitively and emotionally.  
For example, improvising great melodic lines was usually more difficult to do in practice 
than to conceive of doing in theory.  However, being challenged in this way was good 
because it contributed to the combo members reaching new levels of development.  The 
learning process was also cyclical, so learning continuously occurred as the members 
repeatedly utilized all three aspects of whole-person learning; and, because of its 
recurrent nature, the learning process could seemingly begin with any of the three 
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components.  For instance, sometimes having a new feeling or experience led the 
members to search for a cognitive explanation of what the feeling meant or why their part 
in the situation was successful or unsuccessful.  Once they determined a cognitive answer 
and experienced an emotional confirmation or connection with their answer, they applied 
their new understanding to future experiences, thus progressing through the cycle of 
knowing, feeling, and doing.  Through these whole-person learning processes, the 
members underwent significantly deeper learning than mind-only learning, which Rogers 
and Freiberg (1994) argued would happen if they learned through a combination of 
thoughts, feelings, and experiences.  The more capable the members became at 
appropriately employing their cognitive and feeling driven understanding and skills to 
given circumstances, the more fully-functioning and self-disciplined they became.  
Subsequently, the more fully-functioning and self-disciplined the combo members 
became through this process, the more capable they were at performing and living in the 
moment of each experience as optimally as possible.    
Many aspects of participation in the combo contributed to the occurrence of all 
three phases of whole-person learning.  Learning to creatively compose, arrange, and 
improvise music meant gaining new cognitive information, developing skills, gaining 
greater emotional depth and understanding, and then applying their mental and emotional 
learning to actual music making situations.  In the combo, the members often discovered 
new information through peer teaching and feedback and through my explanations and 
feedback.  With these peer teaching experiences they gained greater understanding of 
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performing jazz as they sought to instruct and help each other.  The more effective the 
members got at communicating their ideas, the more they understood them.   
Learning for the combo members also occurred outside of rehearsals when they 
practiced on their own and then used those skills in the combo.  Each time the combo 
rehearsed, performed, or played a tune, the members had new opportunities for applying 
their knowledge, skills, and emotional understanding to situations, subsequently gaining 
additional experience that led to greater capability.  The members used intuitive and aural 
means combined with visual, theoretical, and technical approaches to learn tunes and how 
to play the music.  In the combo, the students used creativity, intuition, and right- and 
left-brain cognition, taking in the whole gestalt, and grasping the essence before the 
details while also working through logical, step-by-step approaches, as Rogers and 
Freiberg (1994) argued should happen with whole-person learning (pp. 35–38).  As the 
combo members rehearsed and performed and continued to grow as musicians, they often 
sought answers to questions such as how to improvise over chord changes, which 
voicings to use, how to phrase melodic passages, or how to interact and really listen to 
members of the rhythm section when soloing.  Seeking answers to these types of 
questions helped the members work through the whole-person learning processes and 
become more fully-functioning and self-disciplined.   
Self-conducting the group and having personal responsibilities helped the 
members develop greater self-discipline and become more fully-functioning.  Rogers and 
Freiberg (1994) argued that when students have more responsibility and freedom they 
utilize and develop greater self-discipline, but when behavior is controlled by external 
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forces then the development of self-discipline is minimalized.  Working together was an 
essential part of the members’ learning and development in the combo.  The combo 
setting helped the members become more self-disciplined and fully-functioning because 
they had many opportunities to interact with each other musically and personally; and 
because they had to learn to work together cooperatively to successfully create music.  
According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), the more self-disciplined and fully-functioning 
a person becomes the more capable they are of socializing and working with other people 
in democratic ways.  The combo members all spent time on their own practicing and 
learning jazz skills, approaches, and understanding on an individual basis; but, their 
purpose for working on their own was to develop the skills they needed to more 
effectively participate in the group and cooperatively work with the other members of the 
combo to create music.  Their learning as persons and musicians would not have been 
complete had they not had opportunities to interact with each other personally and 
musically.  By working together and playing improvised music the members had many 
opportunities to apply their personal skills, knowledge, and understanding to real in-the-
moment type situations, especially since the performance of each improvised solo or 
playing part, and consequently each tune, would never happen the exact same way twice.  
Rogers and Freiberg (1994) posited that fully-functioning persons are open to their 
experiences and participate in the best way possible in each existential situation; they are 
“ever changing, ever developing, always discovering the newness in each succeeding 
moment of time” (p. 327).  The more the members played music together the more 
capable of living in the moment and effectively applying the knowledge and skills they 
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were working on individually to each individual situation as they happened in real time, 
in the best way possible.  
Self-discovery was extremely valuable in the members’ development as self-
disciplined and fully-functioning individuals.  Allsup (2002) determined that 
nontraditional instrumental music learning (based on students learning in a garage band) 
was more associated with the “processes of discovery (composing, sharing ideas, group 
critique) than skill building or technique” (p. 355) even though skills and techniques were 
developed in the process and creativity contexts (pp. 355–356).  While seeking for 
solutions to problems and answers to their questions, the combo members often learned 
through means of trial and outcome.  Many times they did not know the value or truth of 
an idea, skill, or piece of information until they tried applying it to a situation and found 
out what happened as a result.  In this way, they discovered for themselves whether the 
approach they took was good or not; and whether they should continue to develop their 
capacity for using that idea, skill, or information by applying it to future situations.   
Mistakes or errors versus successful moments helped the members discover what worked 
and what did not work and subsequently how they could improve.  Learning through self-
discovery from one’s own choices was essential for becoming more fully-functioning and 
self-disciplined; and for helping members learn how to learn and continue discovering 
throughout their lives.   
According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), the development of self-discipline 
happens as students are given opportunities to reflect on and learn from the natural 
consequences of their own actions.  By continually reflecting on their many experiences, 
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they will, over time, develop greater self-discipline particularly if they are allowed to try 
to undo, repair, or improve upon a situation when mistakes are made.  Furthermore, 
teaching did not guarantee learning; and the combo members could not be forced through 
the learning process.  The members had to choose to engage in the learning process.  
Similarly, coercion could not bring about the development of self-discipline or fully-
functioning capabilities.  The members became more fully-functioning and self-
disciplined as they sought for answers to their questions or solutions to problems they 
encountered; and as they chose to act upon cognitive and emotional or feeling driven 
understanding they acquired.  Their choosing to act played an essential part in their 
learning and in their becoming more fully-functioning and self-disciplined persons.  The 
determination of whether to act and apply information and emotional intuition to given 
situations was a breaking point on whether an individual would gain only short-term 
mind only knowledge or whether they would go on to become more capable, self-
disciplined, and fully-functioning in relation to their ability to utilize that information in 
given scenarios.  Recognizing weaknesses or mistakes, and then setting and working 
towards one’s own goals for improvement, helped the members grow.   
According to Rogers and Freiberg (1994), the students must self-initiate their own 
involvement with whole-person learning because “even when the impetus or stimulus 
comes from outside, the sense of discovery, of reaching out, of grasping and 
comprehending comes from within” (p. 36).  According to Branker (2010), when students 
are given opportunities to “actively participate in both the development of understanding 
and the creation of music in a self-sufficient manner within their small groups” (p. 214) 
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they are empowered to design their own experience and learn how to grow into the 
person they wish to become.  Moreover, Allsup (2003) determined that when students are 
given chances to work with others they will create a “context” or “a workable space, a 
landscape for exploring the curiosities of a given genre” and what the “students choose to 
explore will represent a world that is theirs, a world they understand, a world that defines 
who they are” (p. 35).   
Facilitating Person-Centered Learning 
Various researchers have investigated the value of implementing more interactive, 
student- or learner-centered approaches in the classroom as a means of getting students 
more actively involved in their learning, and subsequently improving their educational 
outcomes and/or achievement (e.g., Armbruster et al., 2009; Branker, 2010; Burrowes, 
2003; Derting & Ebert-May, 2010; Jeffries et al., 2002; Scruggs, 2008, 2009).  The term 
student- or learner-centered has regularly been used by these and other researchers and 
practitioners to emphasize the students’ involvement in the classroom as opposed to the 
teacher’s with a goal of shifting the classroom from being teacher-centered to student- or 
learner-centered.  With Rogers and Freiberg’s (1994) person-centered theory, the 
emphasis is on the community of learners, wherein the teacher(s) and the student(s) are 
equal participants in the community.  In the jazz combo, the students and I participated 
cooperatively alongside one another, though there were times when I was more active 
than the students, and in turn there were times when the students were more active than I 
was.  As Rogers and Freiberg (1994) explained, there are three dimensions to discipline 
and learning in person-centered learning communities: (a) the teacher dimension, where 
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classroom management and discipline are externally controlled by the teacher, and the 
teacher is the source of all knowledge; (b) the cooperative dimension, where the teachers 
and students work together equally to manage the classroom, and both the teacher and the 
students are sources of knowledge; and (c) the self-dimension, where the students are 
working on their own in self-directed fashions, doing their own research, and organizing 
their own time (pp. 241–242).  Rogers and Freiberg (1994) posited that all three 
dimensions should occur in person-centered learning communities; and the roles of the 
students and teachers will continually change depending on the learning activity.   
All three discipline and learning dimensions existed in the combo throughout the 
semester.  Rehearsals mainly involved the cooperative dimension mixed with some 
teacher dimension (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994).  For the students to learn new information, 
so they could in turn progress through the whole-person development processes and 
become more self-disciplined and fully-functioning, I often needed to step in and explain 
or demonstrate concepts that went beyond the group members’ understanding.  There 
were also several occasions when I was able to provide feedback that went beyond the 
insight of any of the members of the group.  Providing the feedback and explanations 
helped the members grow and accomplish more than they could on their own.  However, 
at the same time, I had to balance my information and feedback giving with the 
facilitation of their peer-teaching and feedback because their growth equally depended on 
their participating in these ways.  I likewise had to step back at times and allow the 
members to make and learn from their mistakes or discover for themselves what works 
best through trial and outcome as these were essential aspects of becoming more self-
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disciplined and fully-functioning persons.  There was not always enough time for the 
members to do this completely on their own and get enough accomplished to prepare for 
performances, so I frequently guided them in this process by helping them narrow down 
the number of suggestions they tried.  This way, they still utilized means of trial and 
outcome and self-discovery but were likewise able to find workable solutions in the given 
amount of time we had during rehearsals.  I found that by first inviting the members to 
provide feedback, demonstrations, and explanations to each other, and by facilitating and 
guiding discussions by asking questions, I could determine where their individual and 
collective expertise’s resided for given situations.  From such assessments, I could then 
determine ways to guide the members through processes of self-discovery when possible, 
and I knew what information and feedback I could contribute in an effort to help enlarge 
their understanding.  The members were in charge of their learning; I could not learn for 
them and explaining concepts did not guarantee learning, but based upon my years of 
experience I was aware of processes that would help them grow or things they would 
need to discover to become more fully-functioning and self-disciplined musicians.  My 
facilitation was also valuable in the combo because, as Johnson et al. (1991) suggested, 
cooperation does not automatically occur when students are placed in small groups.  I 
helped cooperation happen by facilitating discussions and problem-solving situations, 
especially at the beginning of the semester.  In the combo, I was never removed from the 
community entirely, instead we all worked together to elevate learning.   
In addition to the teacher and cooperative dimensions, the combo experience 
included the self-dimension of learning and discipline.  The combo members worked on 
 302     
 
their own to learn the materials and develop their musicianship outside of the combo 
setting, so they could better participate in the combo.  In rehearsals and performances, the 
members self-directed the ensemble when they were playing the music, though there 
were times during rehearsals when I helped the group rehearse difficult sections or 
recover from being lost.  When the group performed, I sat in the audience and the combo 
performed completely on their own.  Sometimes during rehearsals the members took a 
few minutes to solve personal issues on their own as individuals as well.  My goal during 
rehearsals was to help the members become as self-sufficient as possible so that when 
they performed they could do so entirely without me; and so they were prepared to 
continue developing as persons and musicians, and participating in similar music and 
cooperative opportunities outside the school setting.   
As a facilitator with the combo members, I drew upon my own prior learning 
experiences, many of which were person-centered.  These types of experiences helped me 
to develop as a whole person; and during the semester of this study I continually strived 
to obtain greater self-discipline and become more fully-functioning.  Although I felt 
prepared to facilitate the combo members towards becoming whole persons a la Rogers 
and Freiberg (1994), I continually learned right along with the students.  For example, 
when a member suggested the group play a tune I had never played before, or when we 
encountered a problem I did not automatically know a solution for, I learned alongside 
the students.  In these situations, I led the group through processes of discovery, knowing 
only that the process would help us to determine a solution; because I did not actually 
know a specific answer until we discovered it together.  Thus, the members and I were 
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co-learners throughout the entire semester, and we all grew as musicians and persons in 
this person-centered learning environment.  For me personally, an important facet of 
person-centered learning was that I learned from the students as they learned from me 
and from one another.   
My Role as the Researcher 
 Participating in the combo as the faculty coach was valuable for me as the 
researcher because I was able to interact with the students naturally and experience the 
combo’s music making and growth right along with the members of the ensemble as an 
insider rather than a mere observer.  I believe this gave me greater insight into the 
function of the ensemble and learning of the members because they were comfortable 
being themselves during rehearsals and performances, and in openly sharing their 
personal thoughts and impressions with me during interviews.  However, participating in 
the combo and researching the combo members at the same time presented some 
challenges.  I had to consciously work to distinguish my role as coach and my role as 
researcher to effectively do both.  I realized after the first couple rehearsals that I needed 
to partially compartmentalize my focus as researcher versus community participant so 
that I could give equal attention to both roles.  Even though I entered each rehearsal and 
performance session with an extra awareness as I observed the happenings in the combo 
in much greater detail than I did in any of the other classes and ensembles I taught during 
the semester, I could not effectively think about research observations during rehearsals 
while also fully concentrating on how to best and most naturally participate and interact 
with the students as the faculty coach in the combo.  As a result, I opted to audio record 
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all of my sessions with the members as a memory aid, so that when I was with the combo 
members I could give my full attention to participating in the combo rather than worrying 
about remembering everything that happened and interrupting the rehearsal flow by 
jotting down notes.  Then, after each session with the combo members and in later week 
days I gave my full attention to my researcher role.  I spent several hours writing what I 
remembered in great detail, and pondering on and analyzing our time together.  I 
reviewed the recordings as I wrote my fieldnotes, visualizing and mentally reliving the 
occurrences.  During these times, I also thought of questions I needed to ask the members 
to better understand their perspectives of their experiences.    
Besides the challenge of juggling my focus between coach and researcher, I began 
the study with biases towards person-centered learning and jazz combos because of my 
previous experiences with jazz combos and my extensive exploration of research 
pertaining to cooperative, self-directed, and student-, learner-, or person-centered 
situations.  At the beginning of the semester, I expected the combo to at least partially 
function as a person-centered learning community with the members learning in at least 
some whole-person ways, gaining some greater self-discipline, and becoming at least a 
little more fully-functioning.  Alternatively, I had no idea or expectation for how well the 
members would cooperate, or how much we would get accomplished as a group.  I knew 
that my expectations could influence my observations and conclusions so I did my best to 
be reflexive as I conducted research in the combo.  I tried to recognize and record 
similarities and differences with what I expected to observe, and I asked the members 
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several interview questions to help ensure that my observations aligned with their 
experiences and perspectives.   
In addition to my efforts to be reflexive in my observations and analysis, and to 
coach the ensemble as naturally as possible, participating in the combo as a researcher 
may have influenced the music making, learning, and cooperative outcomes, though I did 
my best to interact with the members as I would with any other combo.  The members’ 
cooperation and accomplishments in the ensemble exceeded my expectations.  The 
members bonded as friends to the point that they desired to continue hanging out and 
making music as an ensemble after the semester ended.  Several of the members wished 
to continue doing social and music activities with me as well.  Dr. Bird and I noted that 
perhaps the members felt an extra special purpose in their music making as an ensemble 
all throughout the semester because they were part of this study; and, perhaps my 
additional time with them increased their capacity for cooperating as a group, and 
accomplishing more during our allotted time, than the combos that did not receive as 
much instructional help.  Additionally, I recognized the theoretical need for cooperation, 
and I had some previous experience promoting cooperation in these types of settings, so I 
sought to help the members cooperate rather than merely observing whether they did so 
or not.  However, this is not any different from my coaching of any other combo.  While 
this combo accomplished more than others during the same semester it is not because I 
pushed them to do so but rather because of the desires of the mix of individuals that were 
placed in the combo, and because I helped them fulfill their goals for the group.  The 
members wanted to perform more than the scheduled performances so I helped ensure 
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that happened.  Whether their desire to do more was because they felt an extra purpose 
being part of the study, or whether it was simply because they were having fun and 
naturally pushed for the opportunity regardless of the study, is not entirely known; 
though, it seemed to mostly be because this group of students bonded and were all 
supportive of each other’s goals and desires, and because they received the support they 
needed from me to achieve those goals.   
Spending the additional time with the combos proved to open my eyes to some of 
the findings that surprised me the most.  During the first few weeks of the study, I was 
concerned that my constant presence would hinder the members’ development as self-
disciplined, whole, and fully-functioning persons.  However, as the semester progressed I 
realized that my added assistance seemed to mostly be helping the combo members 
cooperate better and accomplish more.  I learned the great value of having an instructor 
that helps facilitate cooperation amongst the members, particularly at first, and who helps 
the members discover concepts and approaches that they could not discover on their own 
in the allotted time.  So, on the flip side, my initial concerns about my participation 
brought about greater understanding about my role as a teacher and faculty coach.  
Participating in all the group’s functions helped me discover things I would not have 
otherwise learned about person-centered learning.  Also, as a participant I was 
particularly aware of my own whole-person learning and development that occurred 
throughout the semester, and how I became more fully-functioning and self-disciplined 
right along with the students.  Even though I was concerned during the study and 
continually interrogated my assumptions and conclusions all throughout the study, I 
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believe, after having completed the study, that participating as an insider was the best 
way for me to document and analyze our experience as a group functioning as a person-
centered learning community.  
Model for Integrating Principles of Person-Centered Learning 
 Based upon the findings of this study, music teachers who want to transform their 
classrooms and ensembles into person-centered learning communities where their 
students experience whole-person learning, develop greater self-discipline, and emerge as 
more fully-functioning persons, need to consider utilizing the following principles: 
 self-discovery; 
 self-expression; 
 supportive environment; and 
 cooperative interactions. 
Self-discovery.  Learning as whole persons involves processes of discovering 
new information, experiencing emotional connections, overcoming oppositional 
emotions, and applying combined cognitive and emotional understanding to real 
situations thus gaining greater capability and understanding.  When designing and 
presenting courses, teachers should prioritize the use of learning and development 
processes that combine cognitive, emotional, and application procedures.  Teachers may 
facilitate learning by first considering what their students need to know, feel, understand, 
and have the ability to do to become more fully-functioning in relation to the subject of a 
particular course.  Then, in place of merely teaching related information through 
explanations and demonstrations, teachers could determine and implement learning and 
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problem-solving activities that will allow the students to self-discover true principles, 
information, and approaches (or gain a greater understanding of them) through actual trial 
and outcome processes where the students gain experience by implementing their 
cognitive and feeling driven understanding to real-world and creative problem-solving 
situations or scenarios.  Teacher explanations, demonstrations, and feedback will likely 
be an important component of the learning process, but these aspects should not dominate 
the classroom experience.  Learning from the outcomes of one’s own choices is essential.  
For example, in the combo setting rather than merely explaining an improvisation 
technique an instructor may invite students to listen to, transcribe, and analyze part of a 
recording to determine and discover new approaches for improvising over a tune’s chord 
progression and stylistic groove.  As part of this process, the instructor may explain and 
demonstrate improvisation techniques exemplified on the recording and invite the 
students to try implementing those techniques in an improvised solo.  However, the 
teacher’s instruction should not overshadow the process of discovery but aid and enhance 
it.  Teachers may also facilitate and guide the students through self-discovery processes 
by asking questions and providing boundaries to work within.  For instance, in the 
listening and transcribing activity the instructor might ask questions like ‘how do the 
notes in the fourth bar of the solo relate to the accompanying chord?’ or ‘how does the 
soloist use rhythmic motives to develop the solo?’  Questions can effectively guide the 
students in their learning while still allowing them to make self-discoveries.  
Furthermore, when the students learn through person-centered means of self-discovery 
they will not always draw the same conclusions or learn the same things.  Besides using 
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questions and activities to help students make specific discoveries, teachers could have 
students explore problems and questions with more open-ended answers because life is 
full of problems with unknown solutions.  Becoming proficient at the process of learning 
through self-discovery is as crucial to becoming more fully-functioning as growing 
cognitively, emotionally, and experientially.     
Self-expression.  Utilizing gained knowledge, skills, and understanding to make 
one’s own creations is part of being a whole, self-disciplined, and fully-functioning 
person.  Students need to create and share their own ideas and products as part of their 
learning and development.  For musicians, merely reading sheet music and playing music 
composed by others is not sufficient.  Using one’s own ideas to influence the musical 
output and having opportunities for creating one’s own music should be part of classroom 
and music program experiences.  In a jazz combo, students may create their own musical 
expressions by improvising solos, composing and arranging tunes, and determining how 
to play specific tunes stylistically and procedurally.  When improvising, composing, 
arranging, and making decisions about how tunes will be performed students should 
combine and organize musical principles, techniques, and skills they have previously 
developed and discovered to create their own musical expressions.  They may also 
discover new ideas, principles, and procedures as part of the process.  Learning music 
that was previously played, composed, or improvised by others can help students 
discover creative ideas and processes for creating their own music, but musical 
experiences in the classroom should not be solely dominated by learning the music of 
others.  Improvisation, composition, and arranging opportunities are as vital to the 
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students’ development as mastering techniques, reading sheet music, and exploring 
previously composed music.  The more capable musicians are at expressing their own 
ideas musically and verbally the more fully-functioning they are; and through the process 
of learning to express one’s own ideas and create one’s own music students become more 
fully-functioning as musicians.  Furthermore, improvisation is essential, in addition to 
arranging and composing, because life is not scripted.  Improvising helps musicians 
develop the ability to effectively live and interact with others in the moment.  Also, 
besides playing music and interactively jamming with others, students grow as they share 
their ideas and creations with audiences as well.  Combos should have ample 
opportunities to perform their music for others in and outside of class, in addition to 
jamming and rehearsing together.    
Supportive environment.  Taking risks, growing emotionally, engaging in 
whole-person learning, and creatively expressing oneself all happen best in supportive 
rather than competitive or contentious environments.  In person-centered learning 
situations, the community of learners will help each other comfortably participate and 
grow as more whole and fully-functioning persons by being kind to and supportive of one 
another.  Teachers can likewise help foster a positive and supportive atmosphere by 
offering words of encouragement, getting to know each member individually, expressing 
appreciation for contributions, maintaining positive attitudes towards learning from 
mistakes and successes, validating progress, and valuing effort, engagement in learning 
processes, and creativity over perfection.  Allowing the students to help design portions 
of the course and make decisions about their learning and projects may likewise help 
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create a supportive and caring environment.  For example, in the combo setting the 
members may appreciate selecting their own repertoire, setting their own learning goals, 
collectively determining group goals, and helping set up performance opportunities.   
Cooperative interactions.  Working as a team and socializing with other 
classmates is an important part of becoming more self-disciplined and fully-functioning.  
The combo is naturally a small-group setting, but in larger ensembles and classes teachers 
should ensure that throughout a given semester or term students have ample opportunities 
to work cooperatively and creatively with their peers in cooperative small groups.  
Teachers can work together cooperatively with the students in large and small-group 
settings, and students can also work together cooperatively in small groups in a self-
directed fashion without the instructor.  A well-balanced course will include teacher-
directed moments where the instructor is explaining and demonstrating concepts, making 
suggestions and determinations, and providing feedback; cooperative moments where the 
students and teacher(s) work together to manage the learning activities, explain concepts 
and ideas, solve problems, and make decisions; and self-directed situations where the 
students work on their own without the instructor.  In the combo setting, the students 
should play and perform the music as a self-directed unit but to help the combo members 
improve beyond their personal ability, teachers ought to make suggestions, provide 
feedback, and explain concepts that will help the students grow right along with the 
students’ peer-teaching, feedback, and suggestions.  Teachers need not do something for 
the students that they can reasonably do for themselves within the given time frame.  
During discussions and problem-solving sessions the instructor may effectively facilitate 
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cooperation by inviting each member to make suggestions or give feedback, and by using 
questions to guide the students in their problem solving and decision making.  For 
example, in the combo the instructor might ask questions like ‘what should the solo order 
be for this tune?’ or ‘does anyone have an idea for an intro on this tune?’ or ‘how can we 
fix the transition point between the head and solo section?’  There will not always be 
enough time to facilitate all problem solving and decision making so the teacher may 
need to solve some problems and make some decisions for the group; and the students 
should likewise be capable of solving some problems and making some decisions on their 
own, particularly the more experienced they become at working cooperatively.  Self-
disciplined cooperation involves a balance between leading and following one another.  
Teachers can help ensure that cooperation happens by likewise leading the group while 
also following the recommendations and input of the members; and by ensuring that all 
the members of the group actively contribute and participate.  During discussion and 
music-making sessions, sitting in a circular fashion, with all the members (including the 
teacher) equally positioned may help foster cooperation as well.  Teachers may also 
invite each member to select a tune for the group to play, and then have them take charge 
of leading the group in rehearsing and arranging that tune.  All the students need 
responsibilities in the group; in the combo many duties are naturally determined by 
instrumentation roles, but in other classes it may help to determine (or have the students 
determine) tasks or roles to be assumed by each individual student in a group, so that all 
the members are equally needed and dependent on one another in the group.   
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Implications of Whole-Person Learning in Person-Centered Learning Communities 
 Researchers, practitioners, and scholars have argued for a shift from teacher-
centered to more learner- or person-centered approaches in classrooms, to improve the 
students’ educational experiences, learning, and development (e.g., Andrews, 2013; Blair, 
2009; Brown, 2008; Rogers & Freiberg, 1994; Scruggs, 2008; Turner, 1999).  Based on 
my findings in this study, educators should consider implementing person-centered 
principles if they wish for their students to leave the classroom as more whole, self-
disciplined, and fully-functioning persons prepared to continually learn, develop, adapt, 
and function in a complex and ever progressing world.  Mind only learning, as described 
by Rogers and Freiberg (1994), is insufficient because the mere acquisition of 
information and development of basic skills is only part of the development process.  If 
acquiring information and skills is not combined with emotional responses and applied to 
realistic scenarios the information may become useless and forgotten, and little to no 
whole-person development will occur.  Therefore, teaching, meaning the giving of 
information, does not guarantee learning and development.  Even when students can 
reproduce the information they are taught, or demonstrate competency with task oriented 
skills, they have not and will not become more fully-functioning until they have 
proceeded through continual emotional and application processes where they gain greater 
understanding and become more capable at effectively utilizing information and skills in 
problem-solving and real-world situations.  In some instances, students may experience 
emotional connections with information received in the classroom and then apply the 
information on their own to real-world scenarios, but there is no guarantee of this 
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happening.  Classes and educational programs need to be designed so that students 
experience whole-person learning in the classroom through small-group cooperative 
learning opportunities, activities that involve the use and application of information and 
understanding in creative and problem-solving situations, conditions where students 
employ trial and outcome approaches and consequently learn from the successes and 
failures of their own choices, chances to express their own ideas and create new products 
using learned information, principles, skills, and/or techniques, and subsequently gain 
experience handling in the moment, real-world situations.  Working through these 
learning processes, like the jazz combo members did from this study, will help students 
become more whole, socialized, self-disciplined, and fully-functioning persons prepared 
to be successful as humans outside the classroom.     
 Current music education trends, along with educational approaches in general, 
need to become more person-centered.  The findings of this study support the arguments 
of music education scholars who have suggested revising or expanding music classes, 
ensembles, and overall programs so that they include more small-group, self-directed, 
cooperative, learner-centered, improvisation and composition, and/or informal learning 
opportunities (e.g., Allsup, 2002, 2003; Andrews, 2013; Branker, 2010; Green, 2002, 
2008a, 2008b; Humphreys, 2002; Jaffurs, 2004, 2006; Kelly, 2013; Scruggs, 2008; 
Shively, 2004).  If students are to experience whole-person learning and become more 
self-disciplined and fully-functioning persons and musicians by participating in music 
programs, then there needs to be a greater balance in the types of learning activities they 
experience.  Large, conducted ensembles should not have the greatest precedence.  There 
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needs to be an equal number of small-group opportunities where students work 
cooperatively with their peers, and programs need to emphasize improvisation, 
composition, and arranging opportunities as much as they stress developing the ability to 
read, understand, and accurately play written music.  While large ensemble experiences 
help musicians develop some needed skills, and while the ability to read, understand, and 
accurately play written music is an important part of being a fully-functioning musician, 
these activities and abilities by themselves do not help students learn to create their own 
music or live in the moment and spontaneously interact with others.  Improvisation, 
composition, cooperative, small-group, self-directed opportunities, and aural and 
problem-solving learning approaches need to be as central to music programs as large 
ensemble experiences and the development of note reading abilities if students are to 
grow through whole-person learning, develop greater self-discipline, and become more 
fully-functioning persons prepared to continue developing and functioning as musicians 
and persons outside the classroom setting.  Facilitated jazz combo experiences that utilize 
person-centered principles can effectively help students learn through whole-person 
means and become more self-disciplined and fully-functioning persons and musicians.  
Additionally, other similar small-group opportunities that utilize person-centered 
principles and provide opportunities for arranging, composing, and/or improvising may 
likewise help students experience whole-person learning, develop greater self-discipline, 
and become more fully-functioning.  Music educators may also improve learning and 
development in classes, applied lessons, and large ensembles by employing person-
centered principles.  Ideally all classes and ensembles should utilize at least some person-
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centered principles, and overall music programs should have at least an equal balance 
between the amount of time students spend in large ensembles versus the amount of time 
they spend in small, facilitated and self-directed groups where they create their own 
music through arranging, composing, and improvising means.   
 Before all educators lies the incredible opportunity to, as Rogers and Freiberg 
(1994) suggested, give students the freedom to learn, the freedom to become the architect 
of their own development and growth, and, in essence, the architect of their own lives.   
It is the quality of courage that enables a person to step into the uncertainty of the 
unknown as she chooses herself.  It is the discovery of meaning from within 
oneself, meaning that comes from listening sensitively and openly to the 
complexities of what one is experiencing.  It is the burden of being responsible for 
the self one chooses to be.  It is a person’s recognition that she is an emerging 
process, not a static end product.  The individual who is thus deeply and 
courageously thinking her own thoughts, becoming her own uniqueness, 
responsibly choosing herself may be fortunate in having hundreds of objective 
outer alternatives from which to choose, or she may be unfortunate in having 
none.  But her freedom exists regardless. (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994, p. 304) 
Based on my findings in this study, I encourage all educators to implement and utilize 
person-centered principles in educational settings.  By doing so, they may optimize their 
students’ learning and development as they empower their students with the freedom and 
responsibility to experience and grow through whole-person learning, develop greater 
self-discipline, and become more fully-functioning students and persons.   
Recommendations for Additional Research 
 Even though person-centered learning was highly successful for the combo 
members of this study, more research is needed.  As Prince (2004) noted, despite the 
extensive empirical support for the core elements of collaborative, cooperative, active, 
and problem-based learning, it is important to consider the findings of many studies 
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because teachers use a wide variety of personalized approaches that all fit within such 
broad categories.  Therefore, the more researchers conduct studies on the implementation 
of person-centered learning in a variety of settings, the more they may discover specific 
approaches that successfully promote whole-person learning, the development of self-
discipline, and the emergence of more fully-functioning persons. 
This study was limited to one semester of instruction in a collegiate jazz combo.  
Researchers could explore person-centered learning in jazz combos at the high school or 
middle school level as well; and they could explore the learning and development that 
happens over longer periods of time, particularly for groups that stay together longer than 
the combo did in this study.  Likewise, this study was conducted by myself while I was 
also fulfilling a faculty role in the group.  This may have influenced aspects of the 
group’s achievement and the members’ learning, so conducting studies at sites other than 
one’s own may add additional insight.   
Moving away from jazz combos specifically, researchers could also investigate 
the implementation of person-centered principles in other small-group settings where 
students learn music through comparable approaches and create aspects of the music 
themselves through composing, arranging, and improvising means.  Exploring the 
application of person-centered principles in large ensembles could be done as well.  For 
instance, just as Scruggs (2008) researched the outcomes of using learner-centered 
principles in two middle school orchestra classes, researchers could investigate the 
implementation of person-centered approaches in various orchestra, choir, band, jazz 
band, and show or popular band situations at the elementary school, middle school, high 
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school, and/or collegiate levels.  Furthermore, in addition to researching person-centered 
learning in ensembles, researchers could explore the implementation of person-centered 
principles in instructional classes and applied lessons; and researchers could look at the 
long term effects of balancing large ensemble experiences with jazz combo and other 
similar small-group opportunities.  Likewise, in addition to exploring the implementation 
of person-centered learning in music education settings, researchers may investigate the 
application of person-centered principles for courses of all subjects at all levels.  Finally, 
in this study I looked at multiple aspects of participating in person-centered learning 
communities and the outcomes of whole-person learning, self-discipline development, 
and becoming more fully-functioning, but researchers could study these features of 
person-centered learning with a narrower focus.  For example, researchers could focus in 
on more specific person-centered elements such as cooperation, self-discipline, whole-
person learning processes, facilitating discussions, social interactions and friendship 
development, or trial and outcome approaches in greater detail.   
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Appendix A 
 
Combo’s Semester Schedule 
  
 MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY 
W
E
E
K
 1
 
  
Jazz Auditions  
3:00 pm 
  
W
E
E
K
 2
 
  
Rehearsal #1 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
  
W
E
E
K
 3
 
Rehearsal #2 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
 
Rehearsal #3 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
 
Performance #1 
Master class  
3:00 pm 
Band Room 
Performed one jazz 
standard tune. 
W
E
E
K
 4
 
Rehearsal #4 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
 
Rehearsal #5 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
Some members 
perform impromptu 
show at student 
center during noon 
hour. 
  
W
E
E
K
 5
 
Rehearsal #6 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
 
Rehearsal #7 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
  
W
E
E
K
 6
 
Rehearsal #8 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
 
Rehearsal #9 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
 
Rehearsal #10 
9:00 am  
Combo Room 
Performance #2 
Master class  
3:00 pm 
Band Room 
Performed 2 jazz 
standards and a jazz 
arrangement of a pop 
tune. 
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W
E
E
K
 7
 
  
Rehearsal #11 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
  
W
E
E
K
 8
 
Rehearsal #12 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
 
Rehearsal #13 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
  
W
E
E
K
 9
 
Rehearsal #14 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
 
Rehearsal #15 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
  
W
E
E
K
 1
0
 
Rehearsal #16 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
 
Rehearsal #17 
11:00 am  
Combo Room 
 
 
 
 
 
 
W
E
E
K
 1
1
 
Rehearsal #18 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
 
Rehearsal #19 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
 
Some of the combo 
members rehearsed 
on their own 11 am 
Band Room 
Performance #3 
12:00 pm 
Department Friday 
Concert Series 
Fine Arts Center 
Lobby 
Performed a jazz 
standard.  
W
E
E
K
 1
2
 
Rehearsal #20 
11:00 am  
Combo Room 
Band got together 
on their own for 
pre-concert talk 
through and 
meditation 
Classroom 
6:30 pm 
Performance #4 
7:30 pm 
Combined Combo 
Concert 
Concert Hall in 
Fine Arts Center 
Performed three 
original tunes by 
members in the band. 
Rehearsal #21 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
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W
E
E
K
 1
3
 
Rehearsal #22 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
 
Rehearsal #23 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
 
Performance #5 
Master class 
3:00 pm 
Band Room 
(Missing Scarlet) 
Performed two jazz 
standards. 
W
E
E
K
 1
4
 
Rehearsal #24 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
 
Rehearsal #25 
11:00 am  
Combo Room 
 
Performance #6 
Recital 
Auditorium in 
classroom building 
on campus 
4:00 pm 
Performed four jazz 
standards, four 
originals, and an 
additional jazz 
standard as an 
encore. 
Some of the band 
played for a gala at a 
restaurant on campus 
5:30 pm. 
W
E
E
K
 1
5
 
Pizza Party 
11:00 am  
Band Room 
Performance #7 
12:00 pm 
Campus Quad 
Outside 
Performed five jazz 
standards and three 
originals. 
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Appendix B 
Sample Interview Questions 
Questions for Interview #1 – Week 7 
1. How did you personally prepare for the master class performance? What did you 
do outside of our normal rehearsals to learn the tunes and prepare to play your 
solos and parts on those tunes? 
2. Fakebooks –  
a. How do you use fakebooks, lead-sheets, or the iReal pro app?   
b. In what ways do you find them helpful?   
c. In what ways, if any, do you think they are a hindrance? 
3. What do you think you have learned thus far from participating in the combo? 
4. What are your personal strengths, or natural abilities, that have been well suited 
for the combo setting?  What challenges or weaknesses in your ability have you 
had to work on because you are in the combo setting?    
5. What do you think the combo is doing well thus far?  What do you think the 
combo needs to work on to improve?  
Questions for Interview #2 – Week 14 
1. Please tell me a little bit about yourself. 
a. Where are you from?   
b. How old are you; and what year in school are you? 
c. What is your major?  (and minor if applicable?)  
d. What are your overall goals in life as a musician? 
e. Besides music, what are some of your other interests? 
2. Please tell me about your musical background. 
a. When did you begin playing/singing music?   
i. What styles did you play/sing? 
ii. How did you approach learning to play/sing music? 
b. When did you begin playing/singing jazz? 
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i. How did you first approach learning to play jazz music? 
c. Prior to this semester what jazz groups have you participated in? 
i. What other types of music ensembles have you participated in 
before this semester? 
3. Please tell me about your experience in our jazz combo compared with the other 
ensembles you are part of this semester.   
a. Besides this combo, what other ensembles are you participating in this 
semester? 
b. How is playing/singing in our combo different than playing/singing in 
each of those ensembles? 
i. What is unique about the combo experience versus the other 
ensemble experiences that you are having or have had? 
c. What is the role of a conductor in the large ensembles you are part of (or 
have been a part of)?  
i. What would it be like if a conductor stood up in front of the jazz 
combo and directed it? 
d. In what ways have I contributed to the group as the faculty coach? 
i. What do you think the role of the faculty member should be in 
helping you learn? 
ii. What things did I do this semester that you thought helped the 
group grow and improve? 
iii. What things did I do that helped you grow as a musician and/or a 
person?  
iv. What things could I do better to help you as an individual or the 
group as a whole?  
v. If you were to run a jazz combo rehearsal, how would you 
structure it? 
e. What is the role of sheet music in our jazz combo versus the other 
ensembles that you play in?   
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i. Do you read sheet music when improvising, jamming on tunes, and 
creating your own music? Why? (Or why not?).   
f. How is your learning experience different musically and personally in the 
jazz combo than it is in each of the other ensembles you play in? 
4. Please tell me about your experience improvising, jamming on tunes, and creating 
your own music in the combo this semester. 
a. What is your thought process when you are jamming and improvising?  or 
What sorts of things do you think about as you are playing the music? 
b. What does it feel like when you are jamming and improvising? 
5. Tell me about your practice habits for the jazz combo. 
a.  Since the last time we discussed this in an interview, what kinds of things 
have you been doing outside of the combo to help with your playing and 
contribution in the combo? 
b. How does this compare with how you practice for other ensembles? 
6. Please tell me about self-discipline in the jazz combo.   
a. What role does self-discipline play in the function of the jazz combo? 
i. How has the jazz combo experience helped you develop greater 
self-discipline? 
ii. In what ways has the ensemble experience helped you become 
more dependable? 
iii. What experiences in the combo help or have helped you improve 
your ability to make decisions, manage time, and/or prioritize? 
b. What types of responsibilities do you have in the jazz combo compared 
with other ensembles? 
i. What have you learned through these responsibilities? 
7. Please tell me about the role that listening plays in the jazz combo? 
a. Why is listening important in a jazz combo? 
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b. How have your listening skills improved? or How has the jazz combo 
experience provided you with opportunities to improve your listening 
skills? 
8. What is your personal role in the combo? 
a. Since your part is not typically written down how do you know what to 
play?  
i. How do you figure out or decide what to play and when to play? 
1. How or why is this challenging?  
2. What do you do to overcome the challenge of not knowing 
what to play or not being told what to play? 
ii. What kinds of things do you need to be aware of in the ensemble 
when determining what and when to play? 
1. How do you have to work with or around the other 
musicians in the group to find ways to contribute? 
9. What do you think the essential components of a successful jazz combo are? 
a. What skills does a person need to have or to develop to be successful in a 
jazz combo, both musically and personally? 
b. What do you think each member in this ensemble contributed to the group 
as a musician and as a person this semester? 
 
Questions for Interview #3 – Week 15 
 
10. What has been your favorite part about participating in the combo this semester?  
11. What were you hoping to get out of the combo experience this semester when we 
first began? 
a. How have you met or made progress towards meeting your personal 
goals? 
b. What else do you feel like you’ve achieved in the combo this semester?  
12. What kinds of problems or challenges have we faced as a combo this semester; 
and how have we worked as a group to fix or overcome those issues? 
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13. What have you learned from working with your peers this semester; and/or what 
have you learned from the other members of the group this semester? 
14. How do you think our combo has changed or evolved since the beginning of the 
semester?   
a. What have we improved at? 
b. How have we become more unified? 
c. What new friendships have developed? 
d. How has each member improved this semester? 
15.  What have you learned this semester musically; or how have you grown as a 
musician? 
a. How has participating in the jazz combo this semester helped you become 
a better musician?  
16.  What is the role of communication in the combo; or Why is communication 
important in a jazz combo? 
a. How have you improved in your communication skills through the combo 
experience? 
17.  How have you grown as a human being from your experience in the jazz combo 
this semester; or In what ways has playing in the combo helped you become a 
better, more perfected, person? 
18.  Please explain the role or value of the following attributes in a jazz combo, and 
how the combo opportunity has helped you further develop these attributes.   
a. Confidence.  
b. Creativity. 
c. Leadership skills. 
d. Social skills. 
i. What social opportunities are provided by the jazz combo 
experience? 
e. Teamwork. 
f. Selflessness 
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i. What personal sacrifices are required when playing in a combo to 
serve the best interests of the combo and/or music?   
g. Supporting and caring for others. 
i. How have your feelings changed towards members of the group 
since the start of the semester?   
ii. In what ways have the combo members become more caring and 
supportive of each other? 
h. What other attributes or traits do you think are important to the jazz 
combo and why?   
i. How does the combo provide opportunities for developing these 
characteristics?  
19. Please discuss how emotions and feelings are part of the jazz combo experience.   
a. What aspects of the jazz combo experience this semester have been really 
exciting for you? 
b. What types of emotions have you experience in our rehearsals and 
performances throughout the semester?  
c. How do feelings and emotions play a part in helping you understand how 
well (or if) the music is happening? 
d. How has the jazz combo experience helped you grow emotionally? 
20. Since improvised music is not written, how do you know when you are playing 
something that is right or good or contributing in a useful way? 
21. What have you learned about yourself this semester from playing in the group? or 
What new or greater insights into yourself have you gained through playing in the 
combo this semester? 
22. How has the combo experience helped you learn to live in the moment? 
23. What things have you learned in the combo this semester that are crossing over 
into other aspects of your life, or that you believe will cross over in the future?  
a. In what ways do you feel better prepared to succeed as a musician outside 
of the classroom because of your experience in the jazz combo? 
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i. What types of potential music opportunities outside of the school 
do you feel more prepared for because of your experience in the 
combo? 
b. In what ways do you feel better prepared to succeed as a human being 
outside of the classroom because of your experience in the jazz combo? 
i. What skills do you think you developed, or improved at, because 
of the jazz combo experience that are helping you improve in other 
aspects of your life?     
c.  If you were to never play music again, what meaningful things would you 
take away from your experience in the combo?   
24.  Is there anything else you think I should know about your experience in the 
group this semester, or your personal or musical development? 
Questions for Coordinator Interview – Week 15 
1. Please tell me about your experience as a musician and music educator. 
a. What types of ensembles have you participated in as a performer and 
educator?   
b. What styles have you taught and played?   
c. How long have you been involved with our combo program, and other 
similar combo programs? 
2. In what ways have you seen the combo in this study grow and progress as a group 
over the semester? 
3. In what ways have you noticed individual growth in each of the combo members 
this semester? 
4. Based upon your experience as a performer and educator, what is unique about 
the combo opportunity compared with playing in other ensembles?  or How is 
participating in one of the jazz combos different than participating in other 
ensembles? 
5. How are the students’ learning opportunities different both musically and 
personally in the jazz combo than they are in other types of ensembles? 
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a. What unique learning opportunities are afforded our students in the jazz 
combos? 
6. What do you think the essential components of a successful jazz combo are? 
a. What skills does a person need to have or to develop to be successful in a 
jazz combo, both musically and personally? 
7.  How does participating in the combo program help the students become better 
musicians? 
8. How does the combo experience provide opportunities for growth as human 
beings; or In what ways does playing in the combo help students become better, 
more perfected, persons? 
9. Please discuss the role or value of the following attributes or skills in the function 
of a jazz combo, and/or how the combo experience provides opportunities for 
growth in these areas.     
a. Confidence.  
b. Creativity. 
c. Communication. – emotional and musical 
d. Listening. 
e. Leadership skills. 
f. Social skills. 
g. Teamwork; cooperation. 
h. Self-Discipline. 
i. Problem solving. 
j. Trustworthiness, dependability. 
k. Selflessness. 
l. Supporting and caring for others. 
m. Decision making, time management, and prioritizing. 
n. What other attributes or traits do you think are important to the jazz 
combo and why?   
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i. How does the combo provide opportunities for developing these 
characteristics?  
10. What role do emotions and feelings play in the jazz combo experience?  
a. How do feelings and emotions play a part in helping a musician 
understand how well (or if) the music is happening? 
b. How does playing in a jazz combo help persons’ grow emotionally? 
11.  How does the combo experience help students gain greater insights into 
themselves?   
12. How does the combo experience help students learn to live in the moment?   
13. How does the combo experience better prepare students for success as a musician 
and a person outside the school setting?  Or What crosses over from one setting to 
the other. 
14.  Role of trial and error; how can unsuccessful moments lead to overall success? 
15.  Is there anything else you think I should know about this combo or learning and 
development in jazz combos?   
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